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abstract  
 
This practice-led project investigates the house and its surroundings in Australian Gothic 
Literature. During my reading of such literature, it was noted that the house or human-built 
structure can have a vital and underestimated impact on the protagonists, very often causing 
distress or madness. This project will examine this more fully. Using my own creative fiction, 
Charon House, as well as various Australian Gothic writers such as Louis Nowra, Jessie Cole 
and Courtney Collins, I explore the house as a catalyst of trauma in the protagonist, and 
survey its impact on the outcome of the narrative. Additionally, I consider the landscape, 
particularly the outback, in relation to the house. The outback is much written about in 
literary studies, but I am concerned here with how the house and outback interact, what 
impact the house has on character, and on trauma, in literature, and if the house can act as a 
sole agent.  
The results will contribute to the discourse around Australian Gothic Fiction and the outback, 
and Australian Literature in general. The long established belief that it is the Australian 
landscape alone that causes derangement is challenged by my research. The results illustrate 
that in many cases the outback cannot be held solely responsible for madness or trauma in the 
protagonists of Australian Gothic Literature. Derangement, all too often, is depicted as 
walking hand-in-hand with both structure and landscape. Moreover, and more importantly, 
the research results demonstrate that mental instability in the protagonists can be caused by 
the house, or by a combination of house and landscape. This project also places a male into 
the built structure and investigates whether it is gender or the structure that causes madness.    
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introduction 
 
Gothic literature was first recognised as a genre in England as long ago as 1764 with The 
Castle of Otranto (1764), a work of fiction by Horace Walpole that combined the established 
genres of romance, horror and the supernatural. This combination of romance, horror and the 
supernatural gave rise to the Gothic, and while consensus about the elements of the Gothic 
genre varies, Fred Botting in Gothic (1996, p. 1) states that “Gothic signifies a writing of 
excess.” In particular: 
Gothic atmospheres—gloomy and mysterious—have  
repeatedly signalled the disturbing return of pasts upon  
presents and evoked emotions of terror and laughter. 
Botting (p. 2) goes on to say that “Gothic writing remains fascinated by objects and practices 
that are constructed as negative, irrational, immoral and fantastic.” Importantly, he states (p. 
2) that “a castle was gloomily predominant in early Gothic fiction” while “in later fiction, the 
castle gradually gave way to the old house.” According to Botting (p. 2): 
certain stock features provide the principal embodiments  
and evocations of cultural anxieties. Tortuous, fragmented  
narratives relating mysterious incidents, horrible images  
and life-threatening pursuits predominate.  
Botting (p. 2) advises that “Gothic landscapes are desolate, alienating and full of menace.” 
Completing Botting’s definition of the Gothic, is Robert Harris who, in “Elements of the 
gothic novel” (2105), states that omens, portents, visions and high emotion are essentials. 
Additionally, “A lonely, pensive, and oppressed heroine is often the central figure of the 
novel.” The heroine may, moreover, be threatened by an abusive or tyrannical alpha-male 
and, commonly, strange goings-on take place. Harris (2015) suggests a “fear of the unknown” 
is common and, all too frequently, an obscure prophecy can be connected with the castle, 
mansion or house.  
There are many well-known classic Gothic texts: Mary Shelley utilised the elements of house 
and supernatural to great success with her Gothic novel Frankenstein (1818). By contrast, 
Jane Eyre (1847) and Wuthering Heights (1846) by Charlotte and Emily Brontë respectively, 
focused more on the lonely and oppressed heroine / tyrannical alpha-male and entrapment in 
the house, whereas Dracula (1897) by Bram Stoker, concentrated on the fear of unknown. In 
the twentieth century, nearly one hundred years later, American writers created Southern 
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Gothic, which included works such as William Faulkner’s short story A Rose for Emily 
(1930), Flannery O’Connor’s collection of short stories, A Good Man is Hard to Find (1955), 
and Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), which all utilised the elements of the 
grotesque. Meanwhile, in England, Daphne du Maurier achieved fame with Rebecca (1938) 
and Jamaica Inn (1936), both of which utilised the house as a central character.  
In Australian Gothic the verdant, overgrown and gloomy English setting was subverted to the 
bush or the desolate, scorching landscape of the outback. While the English Gothic utilised 
castles, haunted houses and deep and dark woods, the isolated outback and bush were 
responsible for the Gothic feel in Australia. Short stories such as Barbara Baynton’s “The 
Chosen Vessel” (1902) and Henry Lawson’s The Drover’s Wife (1892) used the isolation of 
the homestead and the bush to eerie and forbidding effect, while later Joan Lindsay’s Picnic 
at Hanging Rock (1967) brought the traits of mystery, menace and the supernatural of the 
outback to the fore. Later still, Elizabeth Jolley’s works illustrated Australian Gothicism, 
particularly The Well (1986), a story in which two women live alone on a farm until their 
relationship is threatened by one of them colliding in their four wheel drive with an unknown 
creature. In Jolley’s text the bush is developed as a setting of isolation and enigma.  
All these Gothic incarnations focus on place and setting. In England the dark moors loom in, 
for instance, Wuthering Heights (Brontë, E. 1846). In America the swamps and river deltas of 
the deep south suggest unease. Flannery O’Connor’s The Violent Bear It Away (1960) is a 
particularly memorable example of disquieting events—drowning and rape—occurring in the 
landscape. In Australia the outback imparts mystery, dereliction and remoteness, a prime 
instance of this being Andrew McGahan’s 1988 (1995), where the landscape is filled with 
guilt and dread. In Britain and America, it is the dwelling that sits on the land and that houses 
the characters that is of significance, while Gothic authors in Australia utilise the landscape 
as a place of menace, hardship and bewilderment, all too often causing the protagonists to 
find themselves on the brink of madness or insanity. This descent into madness, caused by 
ignorance of the landscape, the haunting effect of the outback, and the feeling of guilt and 
unknowing that settler communities experienced on the land, is dominant in the aforesaid 
Andrew McGahan’s 1988 (1995). Often the Australian Gothic speaks to the fear that in the 
outback there is no place to hide, no shelter, either physically or spiritually. In The Routledge 
Companion to Gothic (2007. p. 116), Ken Gelder cites Roslynn Haynes (1999. p. 77), who 
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noted “that the vastness of the Australian interior was typically perceived by explorers as a 
Gothic place of confinement.” Haynes went on to comment: 
The most alarming prospect faced by the inland explorers,  
coming from the confines of heavily populated Britain  
and Europe, was that of void. This was particularly true of  
the desert with its repeated vistas of empty horizontal  
planes under a cloudless, overarching sky. It therefore 
seems paradoxical that this vast expanse of apparently  
empty space was so frequently described, in their  
accounts, in Gothic terms of enclosure and entrapment.  
 
This raises an interesting point: the idea that empty spaces cause feelings of entrapment. 
Certainly, those inland explorers must have felt that Australia’s empty spaces were curtailed 
by unseen walls and boundaries, that Australia was one big house from which there was no 
escape. 
 
In Ross Gibson’s Seven Versions of an Australian Badland (2002. p. 93), the author not only 
accentuates the seemingly vacant territory, but draws attention to the likelihood of 
derangement:   
The scrub appears endless. So do heat and lassitude.  
Doggedness seems to be the only emotion worth enter- 
taining … If one’s mind starts to range for variety, it  
may never come back.  
In addition, Gibson (2002. p. 97) notes that many early settlers felt hemmed in by “the 
scrub”, that it led to a sense of blindness and confinement, particularly since all too often the 
natives were camouflaged and hidden by the bush, and the settlers had no way of knowing 
where they were. Gibson concludes (2002. p. 98) that “[h]ere was country for European 
unsettlement.” This fear of losing control and any sense of power, was heightened by feelings 
of unease.  
Research into Gothic Literature is well-documented, but research into Australian Gothic has 
mainly focused on colonial literature and the outback, and how it affects narrative and 
character. Australia was for many years considered irrelevant to Gothic studies, but as Gerry 
Turcotte in The Handbook to Gothic Literature (1998. p. 10) points out: 
Long before the fact of Australia was ever confirmed by  
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explorers and cartographers it had already been imagined  
as a grotesque space, a land peopled by monsters … The 
Antipodes was a world of reversals, the dark subconscious 
of Britain … it was Gothic par excellence, the dungeon of  
the world. 
Here Turcotte references Australia as the universal haunted house, a place for the unwanted 
and the criminally immoral. Turcotte’s employment of the word dungeon throws up all 
manner of connotation relating to the house and/or dwelling, the subject of my exegesis. A 
dungeon is a structure made by humans, serving as a prison and a trap for humans. It can be 
utilised as a form of isolation and punishment, and long confined periods will drive the 
occupant insane, which links to the core of my research, to the house itself, and the house 
being responsible for trauma. The fact that the settlers’ landscape was barren—of European 
buildings, of structures erected by Europeans—when they arrived, cannot be over-
emphasised. Buildings, structures, dwellings, perch on the land like afterthoughts, like a case 
of acne that the land cannot shake, and rather than providing shelter, they, too, can be 
interpreted as spaces of entrapment.  
While Turcotte sees the entire continent of Australia as a dungeon, my research focuses on 
the house and/or dwelling, typically described in the traditional manner of decay and ruin, 
and not on the outback. My research therefore differs from what has gone before in much 
Australian Gothic research. Whilst the house and/or dwelling have been explored in 
European and American Gothic literature, houses have not been investigated in any great 
depth in Australian Gothic texts. They have, of course, been looked at in ghost stories but not 
Gothic. A number of stories of haunted houses exist in Australian literature: Hume Nisbet’s 
short story “The Haunted Station” (1894), Tim Winton’s novel Cloudstreet (1991), Lucy 
Sussex’s Black Ice (1997), and “Australia’s Most Famous Haunted House” in Richard Davis’ 
Great Australian Ghost Stories (2012). However, in stories of haunted houses it is generally 
not a house that is the agent for the haunting, but a ghost. These stories therefore fall under 
the genre of Horror and not Gothic. According to Botting in Gothic (1996, p. 75), “Horror 
marks the response to an excess that cannot be transcended.” Botting (p. 75) goes on to say: 
Horror is most often experienced in underground vaults 
or burial chambers. It freezes human faculties, rendering 
the mind passive and immobilising the body … It is a 
moment of the negative sublime.” 
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It seems reasonable, therefore, to define the genre of Horror as literature that evokes these 
emotions in the reader, while the Gothic genre, as stated previously, is a mix of elements, 
including but not limited to horror, romance, and the supernatural.  
My key research questions included whether the house causes madness, or exacerbates 
symptoms of trauma already present in the characters. In addition, as a secondary issue, I 
explored whether the house has agency; in other words, is it, in some way, responsible for 
driving the plot.  
The house as a plot driver can be seen in a number of European works. A well-known 
example is Satis House in the classic novel Great Expectations by Charles Dickens (1861).  
Great Expectations depicts Satis House, where Miss Havisham maintains a life of sorts, as 
responsible for at least part of the plot. The dwelling is in disrepair with all the clocks stopped 
at a twenty to nine, and it is as a result of the house being in a state of ruination that it 
eventually catches fire, thus killing Miss Havisham. Furthermore, Satis House with all its 
reminders of what could have been, exacerbates symptoms of trauma already present in Miss 
Havisham, making her appear mad. The question of whether the house in Australian Gothic 
Literature can be held responsible for causing madness, or exacerbating symptoms of trauma, 
or indeed moving the plot forwards, was something I wished to explore as part of my 
research question.   
I recently completed a fictional manuscript in which the house plays an enormous and 
unsettling role. (Sargasso is not yet published, but was shortlisted for the Queensland 
Literary Awards Emerging Author / Unpublished Manuscript category in 2015.) Set on the 
south-eastern coast of Australia, Sargasso concerns a little girl residing in an isolated beach 
house of the same name, who makes friends with a boy no-one ever meets. Years later she 
inherits Sargasso, returns as an adult, and reconnects with her friend, similarly grown-up. 
Only everything is not as it seems. The work is suffused with an inexplicable tension. I 
continued this interest in the Gothic, and in the architecture of houses, in Charon House. I 
had a recurring vision of a traumatised man and a house, and things being out of kilter, and 
this was the catalyst for the narrative.  
The restricted length of my thesis meant that at times I did not have the space required to 
appropriately unpack and examine concepts that informed the creative work. Neither could I 
explore the more common suburban/urban definition of the house, despite its importance. 
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Recognition of this dwelling would have been useful, although it was not my intention to 
examine the suburban house in any detail. Furthermore, nor did I have the room to focus on 
Indigenous texts that engage with the Gothic in quite a different way.  
While the Literature Review and Analysis appear to at times overlap, it was important to 
identify literature pertinent to my project and justify its use, before exploring these works in 
more detail in the Analysis.  
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definitions of key terms  
 
 
Protagonist: the main character, not the minor or secondary characters, of a work of fiction 
or literature. This main character may or may not be the narrator of the story; 
 
Gothic Literature: literature of the Gothic genre; the Gothic genre being creative writing 
that lends itself to a combination of mystery, romance, horror, and the supernatural. The 
Gothic genre is a blend of a number of tropes, for example, an isolated or forbidding 
dwelling, be it a castle, mansion or house; strange goings-on which cannot be explained by 
logic; an oppressed or highly-strung female protagonist; an alpha-male whose duty it is to 
save such female; or a general fear of the inexplicable; 
 
Australian Gothic Literature: any Australian literature in the Gothic genre that is set 
within Australia but may not necessarily contain the identical tropes of English or American 
Gothic. Australian Gothic Literature may utilise, for example, the Australian bush or outback 
in place of the English moors, and the severe Australian summer instead of the cold, misty 
winter of England. However, setting and a feeling of unease are still of prime importance; 
  
House: the structures made by humans; the built, unnatural environment—be it mansions, 
castles, houses, or woodsheds—where the characters drink, eat, sleep, and to all intents and 
purposes carry out their lives in the course of the narrative;  
 
Madness: the suffering of trauma, hysteria or derangement as it relates to a character or 
characters—be they the protagonist or the secondary characters—in a work of fiction or 
literature. For example, the first Mrs Rochester in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847).   
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methodology 
 
My project consists of a creative piece of 22,500 words and an explanatory exegesis of 7,500 
words. This is a practice-led research project, since the research was driven by the process of 
creative writing and involved an in-depth exploration of my work. When reading Charon 
House, it should be borne in mind that the creative piece is the beginning, and part of, a full-
length novel, and may therefore appear to seem unfinished. The section I have submitted, 
however, is a stand-alone work, and this unfinished feel alone adds to the Gothic since this is 
a literature that is always shifting and changing, at times seeming to continue beyond the 
concluding sentence. I have included a sketch of Charon House’s topography in the creative 
work in order for the reader to visualise the relationship between Charon House, the 
protagonist’s cottage, the woodshed, the overnight hut in the mountains, and the landscape.  
My methodology includes practice-led research, textual analysis, and Gothic studies.  In 
Gothic studies, specifically the work of Gelder in The Handbook to Gothic Literature (1998) 
and The Routledge Companion to Gothic (2007), Turcotte in The Handbook to Gothic 
Literature (1998), and Gibson in Seven Versions of an Australian Badland (2002). 
Additionally, Jim Davidson’s “Tasmanian Gothic” (1989) in Meanjin, which looks at 
Tasmania as a (p. 310) “gothic repository”, and at the relationship between people / landscape 
and imagination and why the island has always seemed otherworldly to mainland Australia, 
was a useful reference. This was important research for my own work, Charon House, since 
it is set within the Tasmanian wilderness. In addition, Gilbert and Gubar’s (1980) The 
madwoman in the attic: The woman writer and the nineteenth-century imagination was useful 
for background knowledge. I touch on narrative strategies to determine whether the house 
becomes a structural device forcing its structure over the entire narrative. However, I only 
focus on narrative strategies in relation to Gothic writing. Trauma studies, specifically 
madness in literature, also came into my research but only in relation to my creative piece. 
My chosen texts for analysis include Jessie Cole’s Deeper Water (2014), Courtney Collins’s 
The Burial (2012), and Louis Nowra’s Into that Forest (2012). The protagonist in all of these 
texts is female. This is noteworthy since Harris, in “Elements of the gothic novel” (2015), 
states that “A lonely, pensive, and oppressed heroine is often the central figure of the 
[Gothic] novel.” The texts for analysis therefore fit the criteria, with the exceptions that the 
female protagonists of these novels are independent, headstrong, and secure in their own 
company. It is clear that Coles, Collins and Nowra have subverted this trope to suit their 
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narratives, and to challenge convention. I, too, have subverted the trope in my work Charon 
House by employing a male protagonist. Furthermore, through force of circumstance my 
male protagonist has become wary and timid—atypically male. He is not the conventional 
cool, calm and collected hero of many novels, and I would argue that this atypical protagonist 
is appearing with more regularity in modern Australian literature. For instance, Tim Winton’s 
(2013) Eyrie. My protagonist is, if you like, a kind of male version of the typical Gothic 
female. Apart from this being another challenge to convention, and adding another layer to 
my narrative, it is of interest to compare and contrast the responses and reactions of this male 
protagonist to the house, with those of the females within the selected texts.  
 In addition, all of the selected narratives strongly emphasise the role of the house, describe 
distress in the protagonist, and portray a link between the state of the house and the 
protagonist’s state of mind. Textual analysis of these works assisted me to determine whether 
it was the house (and/or the outback) that unsettled the protagonists, and to what extent it was 
disquieting. I subsequently made a summary of which works met the criteria (the house 
causes madness) and which did not (the house has no effect), and which were uncertain (the 
house and the land together cause madness). During this process, areas of controversy or 
uncertainty were identified. For example, a specific type of house (old/modern/ 
dilapidated/innovative) caused distress, and a set of circumstances were required for the 
trauma to develop. The derangement or trauma at times depended on the character and 
temperament of the protagonist. The relationship between the protagonist, the landscape, and 
the house as holder or developer of memories, was of crucial importance. I also took into 
account whether lingering memories of the original occupants of the house caused trauma. 
Moreover, I examined whether any atmosphere remaining from the original occupants had 
seeped, and lodged itself, into the floorboards, brickwork and tiles, into the essence of the 
house. All these areas of controversy and uncertainty could not be expanded upon and 
addressed within the word-limit of this exegesis, but they did allow me to recognise the 
complexity and depth of the relationship between protagonist, house and landscape. 
My methodology also focused on my practice-led research, research that emerged from my 
creative work in Gothic Studies, in the discipline and field of creative writing; Australian 
literary studies; and Gothic studies.  Furthermore, I made notes documenting my personal 
research journey. This was reflective, making my research plan both creative-led and 
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reflective. Constant reference to, and tinkering with, my creative piece became necessary as I 
unearthed more information.  
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Charon House, creative piece 
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Map showing human-built structures in relation to landscape  
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One 
 
The dog is barking and he wakes with his heart hammering in his chest.  Sleep, heavy and 
thick, claws at him dragging him down again. He gropes blindly, flailing to drag himself 
clear. Frantic with excitement, or terror, the dog yelps and the shrillness rouses him to 
consciousness. 
 Where is he? And why is it so dark? 
 He pushes back the covers and the cold air bites into his hands and chest. He swings 
his legs to the floor and it is strangely wooden. Alien. No carpet. The darkness, utter and 
complete. Is he still dreaming? No, the barking is familiar. He has a dog, he knows that much. 
He stands up, jerks forward and crashes his shin into a cardboard box, and it all comes back 
to him—where he is, and why—the overwhelming sense of loss, of powerlessness, keeping 
him company most days.  
 “Cooper,” he says, but without conviction. Control of his own dog is even a thing of 
the past, and he suspects the dog knows it. One only has to look at him to know. People have 
turned into doorways, answered pretend calls on their phones, all to avoid seeing it on his 
face.  
 He navigates by feel around the packing boxes to the door and fumbles for the light.   
At first all he sees is the iciness of the night, his station wagon at the veranda, the 
shifting trees, the silent gravel driveway. Then two men detach themselves from the shadows, 
and stand together. Two men in the driveway. Not looking at him. With studied casualness 
they’ve turned their heads from the glare. They wear jeans and boots. Their hands are sunk 
into their parka pockets for warmth. Dark woollen caps are pulled low over their ears.  
What time is it? He passes his hand over his wrist but his watch is gone. He must have 
taken it off, left it somewhere. Who are they? And what do they want? 
 He moves his hand across the wall again and this time hits the right switch, 
highlighting the clutter of packing boxes and overnight bags, the piles of books, the 
unwashed dinner plate on the table, behind him.  
 20 
 
 The dog barks anew. He fumbles around its neck, puts his fingers between the worn 
leather collar and ruff, and opens the door.  
 A scent of pine needles and earthiness, damp and strong. 
 The men raise their heads and consider at him. A man alone with a dog. A man 
alone—let’s face it the dog is hardly worth mentioning.   
 What? he thinks. But nobody moves. 
They don’t expect him to cross the yard, do they? In track pants and sweatshirt, he’s 
barefoot, his feet already freezing. But he won’t leave the lee of the doorway. Instinct or 
cowardice prevents him. Cowardice. The fact of his being here in this isolated place, and not 
there in the city, is evidence. 
 “Yes?” he says into the chalky night air, dismayed by the temerity of his voice. 
Management was right; he didn’t have the authority for the role. He didn’t—Oh, shut up.  
The men glance at each other, remove their gloved hands from their pockets, and 
amble forward as if they have all the time in the world. As if it isn’t the dead of night in the 
middle of nowhere.  
 He is startled by how big they are and how confidently they move, and immediately 
he wants to close the door. He isn’t a tall man himself, but he is wiry and strong.  
They halt at the bottom of the four wooden stairs leading up to the narrow veranda. 
Breath drifts from their mouths. Frost glints on the handrail.  
 Alongside his knee the dog growls. 
 “Easy, boy,” he mutters. “Easy.” 
 “We’re from the house up the road,” one of them says, gesturing over his shoulder. 
“We’re missing someone. They’ve … they’ve wandered off.  If they should come to the 
door—it would be best not to answer. It’s not safe.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean they’re unpredictable. Dangerous.” Stretching an arm, the man flexes gloved 
fingers.  
 The second man seems to confirm this information by his unflinching gaze. The face 
is hard and closed off, the eyes so dark they are black.  Both men are thick set, clean shaven 
and similarly attired in navy blue parkas, jeans and boots. The differences are in the shape of 
their noses, and their builds. The first man is taller and thinner and has a more commanding 
presence. He looks past him now into the house.  
 “Who’s with you?”  
 “Nobody,” he says, and curses himself. Why couldn’t he lie, for once?  
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 “You’re sure?” 
 “You’d think I’d know if there was,” he says. 
 “Don’t be a smartarse.”  
 It’s said off the cuff, but it’s a threat. Do not be a smartarse. We will come for you if 
you are a smartarse.   
 “How will I recognise this…this person?” he asks. 
 “Oh, you’ll know her. You’ll have no trouble there.” 
 Her? His interest is aroused. Women are seldom dangerous. In his experience it’s the 
men who accompany them that are a menace. 
 “Can I help you look for her?” 
 “No. We’d rather you didn’t go anywhere until tomorrow afternoon.” 
 “Not go anywhere? You’re putting me under house arrest?” He’s half-joking, trying 
to regain some dignity.  
 “In effect, yes. What’s the dog’s name?”  
 “Cooper.” 
 “Let him go.” 
 He thinks about saying no, but isn’t sure what that would achieve.  
 Released, the dog surges forward, jumping the stairs. The men stand their ground as it 
runs an excited loop around them and then returns to sniff at their legs. The dog begins to 
wag its tail. Traitor. 
 “Here!” he orders, but some smell on the first man’s jeans is intriguing and the dog 
compelled by its doggy nature nudges against it. The man reaches down with one hand. He 
doesn’t see what happens but Cooper yelps.  
“Hey,” he says, but the dog has put its tail between its legs and retreated into the 
darkness.  
He clenches his teeth, the iciness and something else piercing his bones.  
 “I hope you find her soon,” he says for want of anything else. 
 They stare at him as if they’ve already forgotten their reason for being here, then 
stamp their feet and turn away. Before long they are lost to sight, stepping off the circle of 
light and into the darkness beyond.  
 Henchmen, the pair of them. Pity the poor woman to be lumped with their kind. And 
under what circumstances would you throw your lot in with thugs like that? Desperation? 
Loneliness? The world is a sad place. 
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Then again maybe she doesn’t exist. Maybe they came only to lord it over him. What, 
at three o’clock in the morning? Hardly likely. What is the time, anyway?  
He turns to go inside and realises the dog is still out there. “Cooper!” he calls. 
Okay, they came to scare him off, then. Scare him off what? Intimidate him, then? He 
sighs.  
 “Cooper,” he calls again, but has to wait because the dog has cocked a leg and is 
peeing against a tree.  
* 
He takes so long to return to sleep—his feet are iceblocks—he’s sure he will sleep long and 
late, but as it is he wakes when first light throws the messy contents of the room into grey 
relief.   
 The floor, the room, is icy. Strange room, mountain air, bone-chilling cold—of course 
it’s obvious he would wake early. He lies for a while cocooned in his sleeping bag, looking 
up at the pitched roof and the criss-cross of exposed beams. There’s something intimate about 
the house revealing its innards to him, and he wonders how many other people have lain 
where he is and looked up in contemplation. Posts and parallels. Rafters and joists. Maybe he 
should’ve been an architect?  But he can’t draw to save himself.  
 He rebuilds the fire before he does anything else, and sees again the unwashed dinner 
plate on the table. He takes it through to the little kitchen, dumps it into the sink, and puts 
some water on the gas stove for tea. He doesn’t mind the smallness of the cottage: just the 
one room, the bed against one wall, the fireplace in the middle with a sofa before it, and table 
and chairs under the front window. The kitchen, long and narrow, runs off the room along the 
right hand side; the small bathroom is at the rear of the house, the hot water fuelled by gas as 
well.   
When he is dressed he opens the front door. Stands there for several minutes. Arriving 
in the twilight the previous evening he was anxious to get the bulk of his belongings inside, 
and didn’t take much note of his surroundings.  
An expanse of grassy front yard is bordered by a row of cultivated shrubs, indicating 
that at some point someone has taken an interest in the little worker’s cottage. Beyond that, 
eucalypts. The curving gravel driveway on the left hand side, and down that a glimpse of the 
rutted dirt track that twists and turns and climbs through the hills.  Alongside the track, across 
from the cottage, is a plantation of pines, thickly wooded and dark. Secretive and sweet-
smelling.  
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He puts his boots on at the front door, thrusts his hands into his pockets, and goes 
down the steps. He takes a circuit around the house, the dog snuffling in the soft long grass. 
At the rear a door leads from the kitchen onto another narrow but smaller veranda. 
Two directors chairs folded and propped against the wall. In the yard a sagging washing line 
being consumed by creepers and scrub. A woodshed, the door ajar. 
The woodshed, a possible hiding place, makes him remember the woman—if there 
was a woman. Last night, he’d thought about it. He’d found his watch. It was a quarter to one 
in the morning. A quarter to one! He’d lain in bed waiting for sleep to reclaim him, and the 
more he’d thought about it, the more unlikely a missing woman seemed. The men had been 
far too calm. Unconcerned. Still, he didn’t like it. He came here to seek peace and solitude, 
not overbearing neighbours and weird goings-on.   
He hesitates now, then nudges the door with one boot. It creaks and swings lazily 
back. Exposed by a rectangle of daylight is a flat, earthy floor littered with wood chips. 
Brushing away a cobweb he peers forward.  
A high heap of sprawled logs.  Plenty of firewood as promised. An axe with a bright 
red handle, clearly new, hangs from the rough splintery wall. A set of secateurs. A saw. More 
cobwebs festooned like streamers across the wooden struts. At the shed’s rear a chipped milk 
pail and a galvanised bucket. Inside the bucket a well-worn hammer and some nails. 
“Get outta there,” he says to the dog clambering over the logs. Somewhat unsteadily 
the dog reaches the top of the woodpile and pleased with itself wags its feathery tail and grins 
at him. He puts out a hand and smooths it over its silky head. “You dag,” he says.  
Leaving the woodshed he finds the sun has come up. It glances off the tip of the 
forbidding mountainous mass looming behind the house, sluicing the sky in watercolours of 
pink and grey. 
He breathes in and fills his lungs with the rich, crisp, pine-scented air. His mouth 
moves stiffly: an attempt at a smile.    
* 
He makes himself porridge and feeds the dog a cup of biscuits. A copy of Exciting Science 
pokes from an open cardboard box and he picks it up and sits with it at the wooden table. 
 The porridge steams in front of him. The dog crunches through his biscuits. For a 
moment his eye catches the whirr of a bird, tiny and brightly coloured, flitting from one 
sunny branch to another outside the window, then he lifts a dripping spoon of porridge and 
opens the magazine. 
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Research psychiatrists, he begins to read on the third page but a lurid drawing of the 
brain, red and black and criss-crossed with bright yellow tracks distracts him—it’s amazing 
how closely the brain resembles a city map with dead ends, offices, open parkland, transit 
centres and cemeteries. Research psychiatrists working with a group of psychologically 
troubled volunteers have discovered a tenuous connection between the volunteers’ stress-
triggered hallucinations and reality.  
He stops to wonder at this. He knows he’s suffered—is still suffering—a breakdown 
of sorts, mental the counsellor said. But he knows he doesn’t suffer from hallucinations. Or 
visions. Nightmares are his thing. Coupled with irritability, and an absence of patience and 
humour. He’s forgotten how to laugh.  
 He pushes the magazine to one side and picks up his empty porridge bowl to take to 
the kitchen.  
* 
It’s lunch time when he’s finished unpacking and pottering around. There isn’t much to 
unpack. Some clothes, his books, magazines he’s been unable to get to for months. He’s 
found his laptop and is recharging the battery but he’s in no hurry to look at his emails. It will 
be great if the estate agent is wrong and there’s no reception. No, actually it won’t. He needs 
to know what’s going on in the outside world. What he wants now is to go for a walk. Get 
out. Explore.  
 He glances at his watch. The thugs said not to leave the house until the afternoon. 
Strictly speaking noon is afternoon, and in the past he would have said, stuff ’em, but not 
now.  
The fire has died down and he opens front and back doors to let fresh air into the 
house. He grabs a directors chair and sits in the weak sun in the front yard with the surveyor’s 
map he picked up in the city before he left.  
 The dog lies down under his chair and snaps at a hovering bee. 
 “Careful,” he murmurs as he unfolds the map onto his knee, “those things bite.” 
 The map is informative. He learns that the dirt track the cottage sits on is called 
Wandering Jew Track. The mountain behind the house is named Gabriel’s Gate. There are 
two paths to its summit, one is short but has a difficulty rating of four, five being the highest, 
while the other is lengthy and listed at two. On the other side of Gabriel’s Gate is a valley, 
Angels Playground, and then another mountain. Not a mountain, a hill. Lucifer’s Fall. 
 Interesting names. He leans back in the chair. His eyes half close. Lack of sleep is 
catching up with him. 
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* 
The dog nosing his hand wakes him. It’s just before three and he’s chilly. He rises and steps 
stiff-legged off the grass and pees against a shrub.  
Inside he gulps down a glass of water and folds the map into his top pocket. The dog’s 
waiting on the steps when he comes back out with his jumper and a water bottle stuffed into 
his rucksack. He looks at the dog and the dog cocks his head. What now? he can see the dog 
thinking. Then he goes down the steps, unlocks the car and retrieves the dog’s lead, but he 
doesn’t put it on.  
At the end of the gravel driveway, he turns left onto Wandering Jew Track, the dog 
slightly in front. 
The track, pot-holed and muddy, curves ahead of him, falling away on either side to 
low puddled ditches with the detritus of leaf litter and twigs. The afternoon light slides 
sideways through the tall trees. Leaves flutter and ruffle overhead.  
As they walk he keeps an eye out for other properties. The pine plantation comes to 
an end soon after they leave the house but he doesn’t see any driveways or easements leading 
off the track.  
But as he rounds the bend he sees a forbidding high brick wall, the plaster crumbling 
in places like moth-eaten parchment. Hefty iron gates, decorated with fretwork, are set into 
massive pillars. He pauses in front of the gates. A long driveway edged by huge camphor 
laurels, creepers and brambles—a veritable jungle. Some way back a red-tiled and 
chimneyed-roof protrudes amongst the greenery, catching the sun. The set-up is ancient and 
suggestive of a mysterious, spooky house. Except here, there’s technology: the modern 
security panel on one pillar which, although overhung with creeper, he hasn’t failed to notice. 
The gates won’t open unless you are granted permission to enter.   
He calls the dog, reading messages on the pillar, and they walk on.   
The men and the house and the woman. Is there a woman? The whole business is odd. 
Disconcerting. 
Somebody he knows would love the intrigue and the mystery. Helen would’ve 
already given the escapee a name, a reason for running away last night. Even now she’d be 
telling him the woman was beaten with a birch stick, of course it has to be a birch stick, and 
that secretly the men, the thugs, are afraid of her because she yields some power. Helen and 
her imagination. 
He’d always loved that streak of creativity in her but it had got on his nerves. Like a 
scab itching to be scratched. What had he said to her? Childish he’d told her. You’re so 
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childish. One of his less scathing outbursts. He had developed a habit of turning nasty when 
provoked.  
He hasn’t thought about Helen all day. It’s a good sign. It’s what he hoped this 
hermit-like existence would achieve. Still, he’s been told the first days are the easy days. 
Days when the novelty and newness of everything overwhelms the dark thoughts. It will be 
later, when he returns to the city, and to work, and to the empty house, that the real test of his 
manhood will begin.  
Manhood. A strange word. A man with a hood. Well, yes, if you’re referring to 
genitals it’s apt. His own manhood has taken refuge from the world. Shrivelled up in shame. 
How many weeks has it been?   
“Cooper,” he says, all of a sudden. He stops in the middle of the dirt track, his chest 
heaving, his back wet with sweat. He’s been climbing steadily and he hasn’t realised it. And 
now the bloody dog is gone. Where’s the dog?  
“Cooper,” he calls.  
He gives a shrill whistle and the dog’s head appears up ahead in the brush, to the left 
of the track. Come on, he seems to say. Clearly Cooper has found the trail leading up to the 
summit or, rather, one of the trails.  Buggered if he’s going to pull out his map now to check. 
Keep walking. In about an hour turn back. Turn back because otherwise it will get dark and 
he will be…in the dark. In the dark because he hasn’t brought the torch. Dickhead.  
Why doesn’t he think straight anymore? 
Is that another symptom of a breakdown? 
He stops at the threshold to the trail, swings off his rucksack and gulps from his drink 
bottle. The water drips from his chin. Overhead, the leaves quiver with excitement; he’s still 
shrouded in greenery. The dog returns to see where he’s got to and panting happily takes off 
again through the brush. The pathway is narrow and overgrown. Daylight drips at odd 
intervals from the sky. On another day he will bring the secateurs and do some cutting back. 
He hoists the rucksack over his shoulder again and hops over the low ditch. The sun has gone 
behind the mountain; he should watch the time.  
He climbs with the dog until his legs ache, trying to reach a place where the greenery 
thins, where he can emerge from the thick undergrowth and find himself a vantage point. But 
it’s always around the corner, always coming in the next bend. It has to be soon, surely? 
Helen would never have coped. She would’ve had to turn back. She would’ve been 
heaving with exhaustion, glowing with perspiration, and yet still been sexy. Helen is curvy. 
He loves her curves, the bouncy busyness of her breasts— 
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He stops himself. He’s supposed to be forgetting about her but now he’s started 
thinking of her he can’t stop.  
He halts in the path and looks up. The light is changing.  Not growing darker, but 
lighter. It is—he checks his watch—four-thirty, but it seems that the undergrowth is thinning, 
that ahead he will step clear of it and with new-found energy he surges ahead.  
When he emerges from the trees he finds flat ledges of pale sandstone. He hauls 
himself up. The dog is ahead, observing him from a crumbly stone platform, grinning. We’ve 
made it.  
“We’re only halfway up the mountain, Cooper, but it’ll do for today.” 
The dog looks at him.  
“Nuh, I’m an idiot,” he says. “I don’t have any food. I didn’t bring anything.” 
He sits down on a stony outcrop and dangles his legs over the edge. 
The view is impressive. A vast and empty pale grey sky. In the distance, mountainous 
humps and hammocks in ever-deepening hues of purple. A carpet of dark green treetops 
sprawls below him and he deciphers a thin column of twisting smoke. Where is Wandering 
Jew Track? Is the smoke coming from the mysterious mansion?  
He thinks of the cottage down below, his temporary safe haven. He’s been in 
residence not quite twenty-four hours and already he feels an affection for the little wooden 
dwelling. It will be cold by now. He should get back to light the fire. He’s starving, too, but 
above all he needs to get back before darkness falls. 
When he steps from the trail back onto the dirt track it’s in the gloom. Exhausted, the 
dog trots alongside him, tongue, deeply pink, lolling from his foam-flecked jaw. Silky light 
filters through the shadowy trees. A smell of dank earthiness. He strides down the track but 
he’s careful, aware that the incline together with the mud can cause him to slip. He thinks of 
little else but dinner: steak, new potatoes, a sauce he’ll make with tomatoes, garlic and 
onions. A warm shower before anything else. Oh, for a glass of wine!  
He comes across them so suddenly that some crazy instinct pushes him off the track 
and into the undergrowth. He grabs at the dog’s collar and hauls him in, too. Motionless he 
stands there, his breath coming in little bursts. A thorn is pricking him cruelly in the neck. He 
doesn’t want to be seen; he doesn’t want to have to deal with these guys again. It’s an 
unnatural situation and he doesn’t like it.  
They’re arguing. Their voices are muffled. He can’t make out what they’re saying. He 
hears, “You wanna go …You go …” Another voice mutters something, then the first voice 
says, “… not … necessary. You scared … yesterday.” 
 28 
 
They’re talking about him! A grinding noise. The gate opening.  
He’s outside the big house; with a start he sees the high crumbling wall. He hasn’t 
noticed his surroundings.  
“Get in!” The tone is impatient. Annoyed.  
He wrenches himself from the bramble holding his neck prisoner—a moment of sharp 
pain—and quietly steps back onto the track, still clutching the dog’s collar.  
He can make out the gate, grinding closed. He tiptoes down the track.  
“Shush,” he mutters and the dog, too bushed to argue, obeys.  
He is in time to see their backs disappearing into the murk of the darkly overgrown 
driveway. The two thugs. Same bulky build, same dark parkas. But there’s someone else 
trailing behind them, someone who senses his presence, turns, and is jerked painfully back 
into line. Someone whose hands are tied and who is being led on a piece of rope like an 
animal.   
A girl.  
* 
Lighting the fire, preparing dinner, feeding the dog—the routines keep him distracted, but 
seated now on the worn but comfortable sofa in front of the fire, his thoughts return to the 
bizarre scene. 
 If he were taking medication, as Helen and the counsellor wanted him to, then, yes, he 
might think it’s a hallucination. But he’s clean; no drugs. No alcohol. It was something he 
insisted on. If he was going to recover he wanted do it on his own terms. 
 But has he really seen a girl? Tied by the hands, being led on a rope? And done 
nothing about it? 
 Has he imagined the whole thing? 
She’d turned to him, and the rope in the dim blur of everything else swung between 
her and her captors. A dirty grey colour, like old elastic. 
 She was thin, a waif. Or was it just that alongside the henchmen anybody would look 
diminished? 
 Her hair was long and fair, floating around her. A mess, really. Or simply that there 
was a lot of it?  
 But it is the eyes in the pale face that he remembers the most. Why? It was dark. How 
can he possibly have seen enough to remember a detail like eyes?  
 A memory comes to him. He’s a young boy, in the city with his mother. Dressed in 
grey longs and black school shoes, wearing a school jumper with a thin stripes of black and 
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red at the cuff. They weren’t rich, his parents, but they weren’t poor either. His father was an 
accountant with a university degree, and a senior position in government. His mother stayed 
home and ran the house, oversaw their homework—him and his older sister—dropped them 
at sports fixtures. Most mums did that, then. He is walking the streets, holding her hand. It 
must have been the time he had his tonsils out and they visited the specialist because 
ordinarily there’d have been no reason to go to the city. He remembers a cobbled pavement, a 
stone building, a sky as crisp as an apple, an icy wind whirling up the street and blowing his 
mother’s skirts. They round a corner and there the man is. A beggar. Rank-smelling, his filthy 
hands cupped around a misshapen tin mug. His eyes rolling back in his head. Milky white. 
Unseeing.  
 Like the girl’s.  
* 
At ten he lets the dog out for his ablutions. He stands on the veranda’s lip with his hands 
tucked in his armpits. The dog rummages in the ragged grass. Overhead, the sky is as thick 
and deep as the bottom of an ocean swirling with phosphorescence. The pine trees sigh. Ebb 
and flow like kelp. He closes his eyes. He is fathoms underwater. Mute and deaf. Adrift. 
Untouchable.  
 The girl flits in and out of his mind. He catches a glimpse of her. The mass of pale 
hair. Milky eyes. Ghostly and ethereal she’s here, but not here. 
 Somehow she has inserted herself into his subconscious and is exploring his mind. 
* 
In bed he pulls the covers up to his chin and thinks of Helen. Wonders what she is doing. He 
sees her roaming her newly-rented apartment, straightening a picture frame here, smoothing a 
velvety cushion there. It’s a habit before bed. Settling my things, she calls it. It calms her, she 
says. Gives her a sense of who she is. She goes from room to room turning off all the lights 
except the nightlight. Helen is afraid of the dark.  
He remembers his mother. He must look at his emails tomorrow and let her know he’s 
arrived, that coming to the cottage has been the right decision. His mother worried the 
isolation would push him over the edge. But he’s been happier today than he’s been for a 
long time. And yet he is troubled by the girl. By what he saw. 
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Two 
 
In the morning he puts off looking at the emails. The sun is shining, splashing everything 
with light and colour like a Monet painting, and he works in the garden, cutting back the 
creeper and the greenery encroaching on the washing line. 
 The work is rewarding. He has a small garden back in the city, back in the house he 
once shared with Helen, and his mother has taught him a little about plants. He will never be 
as knowledgeable as she is, reeling off botanical names such as Lavandula angustifolia and 
Viola cornuta, but he knows the difference between a weed and flower.  
 He raises a slick of sweat in the soft vee of his neck and rolls up the sleeves of his 
flannelette shirt. The dog works beside him, scrabbling at interesting scents and nosing in the 
uncovered earth. The mound of clippings grows. What he will do with it? Can he burn it, or is 
that not allowed under some council by-law? Who would know? The thugs up the road?  
 In the end he carts great armfuls of greenery to the side of the house and dumps them 
between two trees. He does not want to draw attention to himself with a fire. He will get to it 
at some stage and do something with it. It needs to dry out for a start.  
 Leaving his grimy work boots at the back door he slips inside in his socks. Without 
thinking too much about it he brings his laptop to the table and opens it. While it’s booting 
up, he retrieves his phone from under a pile of shirts in the wardrobe. The battery’s flat. He 
plugs it into the charger, takes a deep breath but there are only three texts. Two are from his 
mother, the second of which simply holds his name and a question mark, and one is from an 
old friend wanting to catch up for drinks. He stands in the kitchen, where the power-points 
are, and texts his mum. “Safe. Email follows.”   
 His Inbox holds a number of emails. A couple of them are from friends who 
commiserate with his situation. It’s hard to decide whether it’s his separation from Helen 
they’re sympathetic about, or his “resignation” from his job. Only a handful of people know 
it wasn’t a resignation, that he was escorted from the building. Escorted, two burly security 
guards either side of him, because he’d refused to go quietly.  
 Several of the emails are advertising material, pestering him to buy wine, or houses, 
or computer equipment. One is a reminder to put in his footy tips. Another is from his dentist: 
his six-monthly check-up is due. 
 One is from Helen. He dithers over it. Does not open it. It has no subject matter, 
which is ominous.  
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 He leaves the table and makes himself a sandwich and eats the sandwich standing up 
in the kitchen, dropping lettuce, looking out to the back yard. It’s beginning to cloud over. 
Grey lambs’ wool blots out the light. The best part of the day is gone. He has no plans for the 
afternoon, but there’s an uneasy feeling that whatever he does with the rest of the day will 
depend upon what Helen has said in the email. And yet he can’t ignore it. He tells himself he 
owes her that much. But the truth is he can no more ignore it than he can stop his heart from 
beating.  
 The email contains a poem, no more, no less. 
 
 The leaves outside my window  
 Are scorched by the sun’s heat 
 Once green, lilting and lovely 
 In their happiness and youth 
 They have turned brown 
 Are fraying at the edges 
 Buffeted by chilly autumn winds 
 Half-ripped from their branches 
 The leaves outside my window 
 Are like me 
 Scorched by the heat of love 
 
The sandwich rises back up his throat, slimy and stodgy. Tears flood his eyes. 
He snaps shut the laptop, stumbles out without a jumper or the key, banging the door 
behind him. Turning right at the driveway, he trudges blindly downhill. 
 It’s a poem that a sixteen year old schoolgirl might have written— 
And that’s why it’s distressing, because he knew Helen at sixteen. Knew her poetry. 
In the class above her, he was in love with her from afar. He thought it was a secret, his love, 
but somehow she knew. She was smart, confident, sexually mature—everything he wasn’t.  
 His first contact with her was through a poem she gave him. Although that wasn’t 
strictly correct. His first contact with her was alone in the school passage. He was on his way 
to deliver something (permission slips?) from his teacher to the office. She was late for 
school, coming from a private lesson at the music conservatory at a run, bursting through the 
end doors, her face glowing. She smiled when she saw him. Made eye contact as she passed. 
Large, brown eyes. Dimples. Dark wavy hair tied back with a ribbon. Big breasts pressing 
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against her blouse. He thought he might faint. Or implode. It was a feeling like no other he’d 
ever had.  
A few days’ later the poem arrived, passed on to him before the bell went. It burnt a 
hole in his grey serge trousers all the way home. He kept patting his pocket to be reassured by 
the folded note’s sharp edges. His face flushed with embarrassment (and delight) when he 
finally read the note in the privacy of his own room. Some lines about his smile and the 
colour of his eyes. Blue, it rhymed with you.  
 The next day after school she was waiting for him outside the school gates. “Hey,” 
she said. He couldn’t speak. He took her backpack from her hand, his fingers brushing hers, 
and slung it over his shoulder together with his own. (It was a routine they kept up until he 
finished school at the end of the year.)  
 “You don’t know anything about me,” he blurted out. 
 “I know enough, for now,” she said. “And besides, I have the rest of my life.” 
 She’d written him poetry then, all through the school year, but not afterwards. Never 
again. This is the first poem since then. 
 What has happened to them? Why can’t they be happy together? They were happy 
once … 
Before—before—  
Is it really all his fault?  
 The thing is he still loves her; he just can’t live with her. Not at the moment. 
* 
When it starts to rain he is startled into the present by the sudden onslaught of wet. The water 
sheets everything. Like gauze it glides through the trees, runs in rivulets down the track. He 
gazes around, blinking through the drops. Tall trees arch overhead like cathedral vaults. Giant 
ferns unpeel their fronds, hairy and glistening with moisture. Under his feet, shiny pebbles 
are washed clean, revealing colours of rust and ochre and olive. The smell of rain, wet earth, 
in his nostrils. The sound of it as it intensifies and drums on the leaves. For a moment he 
forgets why he is here.  
Then, a thought which eclipses everything else. Where is the dog? 
He runs back. In his socks. He has come out without shoes! Charging at first, he skips 
puddles, then settles into a steady jog. 
When he turns in at the driveway, the rain is still coming down. He’s drenched, his 
chest heaving, his legs quivering with exhaustion. It’s been uphill all the way. The door is 
locked. But at the sound of the turning handle, the dog appears at the window—so that’s 
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where the dog is—his paws on the sill, his head aslant. Where’ve you been?  
The back door is closed but unlocked. A gust of wind must’ve caught it.  
He stands on the wooden veranda and drips. Pulling his muddied socks off by their 
toes, he drags his wet clothes from his body and leaves them in a heap. The dog, who doesn’t 
like rain, watches him from the living room with concern, his head cocked to one side. He 
walks inside naked, carrying his wet clothes, so cold he is numb. Crouches in front of the 
fireplace and lights the fire. 
Under the shower the water needles him. It takes him a long time to thaw out. He 
spreads his legs, leans his hands against the shower wall, lets the warmth permeate his back. 
When he reaches for the soap and begins to work at himself, he isn’t surprised. He feels 
envigorated. Alive. But in spite of that he fails to become erect. The story of his life. He tries 
fantasy, slides into a memory…Helen, on his bed, the first time. The surprise of her slender 
thighs. His awkward and clumsy attempts to enter her. Her gentle directions. He remembers 
every word. Wait. Wait. Now. There … There. Yes. And then her cry as he arched against her.  
But it’s useless. Not going to work. Not today at any rate. Maybe not even tomorrow. 
Or the next day. Perhaps he’ll never have another erection in his life. Perhaps—Oh, shut the 
fuck up!  
 
 
 
 
Three 
 
It rains all through the night. At one point he stirs and hears it thrumming on the roof.  
In the morning the world is silent, scarfed in mist, and heavy with moisture.  
Bewildered, the dog stands in the long dippy grass at the foot of the stairs, one paw 
poised in the air, and sniffs.  
 He lights the fire. Fries bacon and breaks eggs into a pan. Makes coffee. Lets the dog 
lick the pan clean afterwards.  
 Waiting for the mist to lift, he emails his mother. He writes long and descriptively to 
pass the time, telling her of the big house but not its occupants. It’s the letter he would’ve 
written to Helen if all things had been equal. But they are not. And possibly never will be 
again.  
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He makes himself a second coffee. Sips at it while he reads the poem from Helen 
again. Analyses it. An analysis will bring it to his level, make it less threatening, more of a 
friend than something to be frightened of. The analysis tells him Helen isn’t getting any 
younger, he has “ripped” her from her home, and she is sad. Melancholic. He hears himself 
muttering and knows he’s agitated. He doesn’t know if it’s the second coffee or the thought 
of him and Helen being finished. He stands at the window but there’s nothing to see except 
wafts of white, pierced with abrupt glimpses of the dark woodshed, stained with wet. He 
crosses his arms and paces, tired of being cooped up. The dog, too, is restless. It stands on the 
doormat, head up, ears pricked as if it can hear things outside of the cocooning cotton wool.  
 Finding the map, he unfolds it on the table. Pores over it again. In a sudden decision 
he sits down, re-opens the laptop and writes to the estate agent. Settled and unpacked, etc. 
Plenty of firewood as you said. Small query: what do you know of … of … He pauses, he does 
not know the name of the house. He backspaces. What do you know of the gothic mansion up 
the road? The estate agent’s name is Oliver Monckton. The Monckton family owned half the 
district at one point, or so his mother told him, and Oliver, who is probably in his fifties, is 
knowledgeable. Unusual for an estate agent. Mean-spirited, he knows, but Oliver Monckton 
is different. He wears blazers with khaki cargo pants and tie-less white shirts. There’s a slight 
lispy inflection in the voice. Possibly he’s gay, but so what. He taps some more. Curious, 
that’s all. It sounds weak but it will do. Regards, etc. By the time he has clicked Send, the sun 
is glimmering feebly outside.  
 He whacks his boots together over the veranda, dislodging lumps of mud. This time 
he thinks through what’s needed for the backpack: jumper, water, dog’s lead, binoculars. 
Torch! And he remembers a snack for the dog, and an apple for himself. He isn’t keen on 
fruit—it’s mostly wet and cold, no doubt appetising if you live in the heat of the tropics—but 
his mother thrust a bag of apples at him when he came to say his goodbyes.  
Locking the door he hesitates, key in hand. It would be safer to leave the key 
somewhere. What if he loses it on the mountain? After yesterday’s fiasco with the locked 
front door it makes more sense. He tramps around to the woodshed, lifts a log, finds dryness 
and a solitary woodlouse underneath, and deposits the key.  
* 
It is cold and damp on the track. Everything wet to the touch. The air moist on his face. 
Water, trickling downhill in ditches, keeps up a steady prattle: gurgle gurgle chatter chatter.  
The dog, jubilant with freedom, runs ahead, nose twitching.  
He paces himself, his calves stiff from his uphill slog yesterday. 
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 When he reaches the big house he pauses, scanning the pillars for a name. Above the 
security panel the edge of an oblong and tarnished brass plaque. Concealed under 
overhanging greenery, he missed it the first time. Charon House, it says. Charon. The 
mythical figure who ferried the dead across the River Styx. Now why would you give a house 
a disquieting name like this? In the recesses of his mind he sees a figure, cloaked and hooded, 
gliding on water. He shivers. He doesn’t believe in myths or omens; he’s cold, that’s all.   
 Charon House’s driveway is deserted. He peers down its shadowy quiet depths, but 
nothing moves. No girl with milky eyes, no henchmen. Perhaps he imagined the whole thing 
after all.  
* 
The turnoff to the first trail arrives quicker than before, and he walks on by, calling “You’ll 
see” to the dog.  
 He finds the second one because its battered signpost has fallen over, lying diagonally 
across the muddy ditch. It’s been a long time since anyone has hiked this way; the track is 
more overgrown than the first. The path ascends through a forest of pines. The earth is 
littered with twigs, sticks and decomposing leaves. He clears that, then walks through scrub. 
It is steep and stony underfoot. The wet foliage catches on his jeans, saturating them. When 
he reaches solid rock he has to wriggle through narrow crevasses, and is forced to lift the dog 
onto a ledge or two. The summit when they come upon it unexpectedly, is a surprise. It’s bald 
and bony, a spreadeagled vast expanse of rock. They have made it in a little under three 
hours. A few minutes before two o’clock.  
He guards the time; he will allow himself ten minutes to perch on a rock, eat his 
apple, and take in the view. They will get back quicker than they went up, but even so it will 
be twilight.  
The view is more spectacular for the obvious reason: he’s higher up—King of the 
Castle—and he has a three hundred and sixty degree view. But as a result everything is 
further away. Distant. The fog has completely lifted, the sky is like one of his mother’s old 
ceramic pudding bowls upside down above his head, tinged with blue. The ground below 
rolls away, ridged and wrinkled. His vision extends to the ends of the earth.  
He notices Angels Playground shadowed by the mountain: a darkly green hollow, 
treeless. In bright sunshine he would’ve had no trouble seeing it, but the angle of the sun is 
too severe. Further back is the overlarge hill, Lucifer’s Fall. He pulls out his binoculars, turns, 
and points them at the treetops in the direction of the trail, but can see no sign of life, no 
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smoke from any chimney. He sweeps around to Angels Playground. Traverses the lushly 
verdant wide open space. 
What?  
The binoculars lurch wildly as he re-focuses. For a second he thinks he’s made a 
mistake. It isn’t possible, is it? Up here? But there it is. A swing set. A child’s swing. Here, 
high up on a mountain. Ridiculous. And not only ridiculous but it’s moving as if … As if 
someone’s been on it, and just now hopped off. He lowers the glasses but with his naked eye 
the playground equipment is little more than elongated shadows.  
He brings the binoculars up again and scans them slowly and meticulously across the 
expanse of grass. Straining his eyes he perceives a hint of movement in the swing. And then 
something to the left catches his eye. It’s a figure, parchment-coloured, a contrast to the dark 
greenery, standing absolutely still. Its hands are held out like a statue. It is a statue.  
What the …?  
He’s transfixed. If he moves his eye away for an instant, a moment, it will disappear. 
Vanish.  
It has hands and feet—bare feet underneath a faded tunic of some kind. The tunic is 
belted. Sleeveless. The limbs have a stony angularity to them. His hands are shaking with the 
effort required, but with the utmost care he moves his eye slowly up to the face and—  
Blast! 
He lowers the glasses and glares at the dog. “Did you have to do that?”  
The dog nudges him again.  
“Is it time to go?”  
He glances at his watch but he’s preoccupied. He raises the binoculars to his eyes and 
relocates the now motionless swing. Scans his eyes to the left. Nothing. He tries focusing on 
the swing and edging over, as if he can somehow take the thing by surprise, but again there’s 
nothing. No pale blur. Nothing even closely resembling a statue. Zilch. 
A statue. Yeah, right.  
He looks at his watch again and the time registers.   
Cursing, he rises stiff-legged. He stuffs the glasses into his rucksack, hoists it over 
one shoulder and leaps down from his lofty perch. Now he will have to hurry.  
* 
By the time he reaches Wandering Jew track he’s using the torch. The time is around six, but 
it’s been gloomy since five-thirty. Under the canopy of trees it’s dark. He trudges down the 
track, the beam of light swinging before him highlighting the embankment glittering with 
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dead wet leaves, skimming the shiny and puddled ground. His boots crunch and squelch on 
the muddy earth; the dog pants and patters at his side. Once an owl surprises him, swooping 
low and silently out of the trees, and he ducks. The beam skitters every which way and the 
owl hoots with laughter. He passes Charon House but it’s in darkness, not a glimmer, not a 
glow, except for the little security panel.  
 Almost home, he directs the torch beam into the driveway and strikes two pairs of 
jeaned legs, two pairs of boots. Waiting. Immovable. The thugs from up the road, his 
neighbours. Even with the torch’s light upon them they do not step forward, or side-step. 
They’ve been waiting for him for quite some time, he thinks. Hours, perhaps. An irrational 
thought, he knows.  
 The dog runs up, wagging its tail but keeping its distance. Cooper has a good 
memory. He stops short and holds the beam away from their faces.  
 “Can I help you?”   
 “You’re home.”   
 “I’m home,” he agrees. 
 “Where’ve you been?” 
 He thinks about what he’d like to say. “Out walking,” he says instead. 
 “Go far?” 
 “Top of Gabriel’s Rock.”  
 “See anything?” 
 How would they react if he told them about the swing, the statue? 
 “Beautiful view.” 
 The one questioning him is the same one as before, the taller one. The man’s gloved 
hands—his fingers—are flexing at his sides, as if he wants to use them. To do what?  
 “We looked in your woodshed.” The shorter one speaks. 
 “Oh, yes.” 
 “We found something.” 
 “What?” His legs have begun to tremble. It’s probably tiredness. He’s walked a long 
way. 
 The man fumbles in his parka pocket and withdraws something small and shiny. He 
extends it to the circle of light. “This.” 
 “It’s my front door key, I think.” 
 Nobody says anything. Nobody moves.  
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 He raises the torch slightly to see their faces. They are staring at him as if he’s a 
strange and curious creature. Their faces might be chiselled from marble ... More statues. He 
has a crazy desire to laugh.  
 “Is it my key?” 
 “What’s it doing under a log in your woodshed?” 
 “I went out. I went climbing. I didn’t want to lose the key. It’s small. I don’t have 
another. So I left it in a safe place.” 
 “You call your woodshed a safe place?” The man raises his voice. His tone is 
threatening. Clearly he’s said the wrong thing.  
 Then the shorter one speaks. Low, a mutter. Something between them he doesn’t 
catch. 
 He waits.    
 “Give him the key,” the taller one says. 
 He puts out his hand but the key’s not offered to him.  
What now?  
Perhaps he has to cup his hand, beg for it. He tries and the key is dropped into his 
palm.  
“Th-thanks,” he stammers. Why’s he thanking them? Idiot! It’s his key. They had no 
right to take it in the first place. 
He finds his legs and steps forwards. He gives the men a wide berth. Clearly they 
aren’t in any sort of hurry to leave.  
“Don’t,” one instructs, as he goes up the stairs, “leave the key in the woodshed 
again.”  
He heels off his boots at the door. Does not turn around. Does not respond. 
Safely inside, the door locked behind him, he salutes smartly to attention and says, 
“Yes Sir, No Sir, whatever you say, Sir!” 
Oh, how funny. How fucking funny.  
* 
Don’t. Do not. You are not … 
 He closes his eyes, his body rigid. He will not go there; he has promised himself he 
will not go into that brightly lit, windowless room where—where—He simply isn’t strong 
enough. 
 Count to ten … Count to ten … 
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 The dog licks at the hand hanging limply at his side. The dog’s tongue is wet and 
warm. Furry. Alive.  
 “Okay,” he says, “you want your dinner. That I can do.” 
 Fetch the bowl. Fetch both bowls. Rinse the water one. Refill, replace on the floor. 
Find the dog biscuits ... 
Slowly the routines deliver him from the darkness.  
* 
It’s a long time later when he looks at his phone. There’s an email from Monckton’s office.  
Oliver Monckton is out of the office. If the matter is  
urgent, please telephone and speak to, etc.  
 An email from his mother: the weather is windy and wet. Some gossip about the 
neighbour; details about a Rebus book she thinks he would enjoy: Standing in Another Man’s 
Grave. Then, in the last paragraph, she bumped into Helen’s mother in the supermarket. This 
is why she’s wasted little time emailing him. Helen’s going overseas, in a month’s time. 
Europe, the less popular cities: Prague, Kraków, Budapest. His mother goes on to say Moira 
and John are well, that in spite of things Moira was her usual buoyant self. John is finally 
going to retire. (He’s heard that one before.) 
 He closes the laptop. He doesn’t need to read a book about standing in another man’s 
grave—he’s standing in his own.  
 And Helen going overseas? That’s nothing new, not to him. They discussed the 
possibility six months ago, before he went to pieces. His mother’s emailed because she wants 
him to know Helen’s going in a month’s time and if he wants to go with her, well, he has a 
month. A month only, to come to his senses.  
 They went overseas together when they were in their early twenties. They roughed it. 
Backpacks, U-rail passes, little money. It was winter and icy cold.  
 “We have to go in winter,” Helen, a newly qualified high-school teacher, said. “It’s 
the only time I can get more than three weeks off.”  
 “It’ll be cold,” he told her. “You won’t regret it?” 
 “Why should I regret it? I’ll be with you.” 
 In cheap hotels they burrowed into each other at night to keep warm. In the mornings 
he crossed the floor naked, ran the shower until it was hot, then called her in. By day they 
walked the Paris streets, resting in wooden-floored cafés with the clichéd red-checked table 
cloths, sipping café au lait and practising their French. Deux tasses de café s’il vou plaît. Je 
suis perdu. “No, you’re not,” she said. “You’re not lost. You can never be lost when you’re 
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with me.” At night they sought out the bars the locals frequented, and drank cheap red wine 
and local beer. They peered into the Louvre from the outside because they couldn’t afford to 
go in. When it rained they caught trains and travelled to the end of the line, getting out at 
Cannes and Nice and Marseilles. And every now and then he thought about asking her to 
marry him.  
 They went to look at the Eiffel Tower one night, lit up. A frosty fairy-tale. All struts 
and angles and mathematics. And as they turned to walk back to the Métro it started to snow. 
Helen, her face framed by her dark curls and the navy blue beret he’d bought her, gazed 
upwards with slow-dawning delight. She put out her gloved hands and spun a full circle on 
the heels of her boots. When she came to a stop he was kneeling in front of her. She started to 
cry. Something he hadn’t counted on. 
“What’re you doing?” she said through her tears. “Get up.” 
“I’m asking you to marry me. Helen McGrath,” he said slowly, “will you marry me?” 
But he couldn’t get a sensible word out of her. 
“Why?” he asked her later. “Why did you cry?”  
“Too happy. Nobody deserves such happiness.” 
 It’s no surprise that Helen is going overseas. He wishes he could be going with her.  
* 
When he finally lies down to sleep, he thinks again of his neighbours. What had they wanted?  
Maybe they took the opportunity to go through the cottage while he was absent. It 
would’ve been easy enough. One could’ve kept lookout while the other was busy. But what 
did he have that might be of interest? And why was it so wrong to leave the key in the 
woodshed? Why was it unsafe, and what did they mean. Unsafe for whom? 
Were they talking obliquely of the girl?  
His thoughts wander. He saw something up on the mountain, of that he has no doubt, 
but what it is eludes him. Because, for a moment, before he saw the face, he could have 
sworn there were wings at the back of the statue. Folded, like those of angels. 
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Four 
 
 
In spite of his physical exhaustion he sleeps fitfully.  
When he comes to he lies without moving under the warm covers. He doesn’t want to 
get up. Or open his eyes. Despair overwhelms him. Because of what happened yesterday, he 
supposes. Strong arm tactics.  
He remembers it’s a Sunday. Not that it should make any difference. Up here one day 
is much the same as another. Still, there’s no immediate reason to get up. The dog sleeps on, 
snoring gently on his lumpy bed, one paw quivering.  
He closes his eyes again, and when he wakes the second time, the sun is up and he’s 
been dreaming. Fragments filter back to him. A room without a window, but not that room. A 
man without a face, but not that man, either. He thinks it’s one of the men from yesterday. 
What happens after he isn’t sure; he’s hopeless at remembering dreams. All he remembers is 
that it was horrible. Helen has a gift for recalling dreams. She can even tell you the colour of 
the clothes people in her dreams wear, what they eat. She is knowledgeable about Freud’s 
interpretation of dreams; she can explain the symbolism behind dreaming of a white horse. 
All gobbledegook in his opinion.  
When he rises from the bed his muscles ache. He walks gingerly across the room to 
the bathroom. That settles it. No excursions today. Take it easy.  
After he’s dressed he turns his attention to the fireplace, sweeping out the fireplace. 
He bags the ash—he’ll distribute it somewhere in the garden. Ash is good for plants, his 
mother told him.  
The open back door lets in a skerrick of sunlight. He pulls on his boots and makes his 
way to the woodshed. Up above is blue sky, but the air, thin and draughty, is chilly as if it 
might snow, although it’s too early in the season for snow. He stops at the woodshed door. 
Afterwards he will remember the dog distracting him. It was loping down the 
driveway, head down, tail stiff and erect, doggedly sniffing the ground. He stopped at the 
door to glance at the dog’s disappearing rump. “Cooper,” he called, but the dog pressed on 
regardless.  
In the split second before looking at the dog he catches a glimpse out the corner of his 
eye of something pale and oval in the woodshed. He swears it’s a face. When he looks again, 
it’s gone. He sees only the untidy heap of logs, the axe on the wall, the secateurs. Everything 
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is there that should be there. But still he waits. What has he seen? 
He glances back to the dog, but the dog has disappeared.  
“Cooper,” he roars. 
He hesitates. There’s something elusive in the woodshed, of this he’s sure. If he takes 
off after the dog he will lose whatever it is. On the other hand, the dog is— 
He cannot lose the dog. 
 The dog had stopped in Wandering Jew Track. It looks up. Quietly trots back to him, 
head lowered, wagging its tail. Sorry.  
“You nitwit,” he shouts.   
They return to the woodshed—he needs wood after all—but there is nothing there. 
Strangely, the dog seems to think something is there. It completes a frenzied bout of sniffing, 
at one point balancing one paw on the woodpile and gazing fervently upwards, its nose 
twitching. He looks up too, but can see nothing out of the ordinary.  
Leaving the back door open for the sun’s rays to totter into the house, he resets the 
fire but doesn’t light it. He makes toast and coffee, feeds the dog. He sits on the back steps 
and crunches through his toast. When he gets to the coffee it’s cold and he throws out the 
remains in exasperation.  
Inside the house he walks around, his hands stuck in his back pockets. Everything 
he’s brought to keep him occupied is unappealing. Books, magazines: boring. 
In the kitchen he finds a ball of string in a drawer. He cuts off a piece and threads the 
front door key through it, ties a firm knot and slings it around his neck.  
He makes a sandwich and cling-wraps it. Includes a thermos of coffee. Water. The 
binoculars. A snack for the dog. The torch. Apples. All in the rucksack. 
When he sets off it’s a little after ten. The sky is watery blue. The track is drier than it 
was the day before but heavily shaded by the trees. The undergrowth at each side is drab and 
dense. Subdued. There’s no colour to the day, echoing his own state of  mind. He feels 
washed out. Uninspired. Flat.   
Not for the first time he wants a drink. But alcohol is a drug of sorts. It dulls the mind, 
alters behaviour. Of late caused him to behave badly. Very badly. He remembers the sarcasm 
and the cynicism. The uncharacteristic nastiness. 
He’s been off alcohol now for a little over two weeks, and still he thinks about a beer 
or a glass of red at the end of every day. According to the professionals it takes twenty-eight 
days to break a habit, which is another good reason for his isolation. Out of sight, out of 
mind.  
 43 
 
Alcohol was partly responsible for the breakdown of his relationship with Helen.  It 
started soon after the problems at work began.  Everything started after the work problems.  
He stops in his tracks and his train of thought because the dog is blocking his way. 
Standing patiently in front of him. Something in its mouth.  
“Give,” he says gently, reaching for it. 
It’s a handkerchief. Lace-trimmed. Delicate. Once white, now muddied and slobbered 
over. He spreads it between his fingers. It is monogrammed in one corner with the single 
letter “I”. He holds it up to his nose but it smells of nothing but dog.  He wonders if it belongs 
to the girl. Where is Charon House, anyway? He gazes down the track and makes out the end 
of the parchment-coloured brick wall through its overhang of creeper and tree leaf. He’s 
walked past it without realising. He isn’t going to backtrack now. He stuffs the hanky into his 
pocket. If he thinks about it he will drape it over the gate when he returns.   
The square of white cotton clears his mind. What does the “I” stand for? Iris? 
Isabelle? What other “I” names are there? These are both old-fashioned. Helen is an old-
fashioned name too. She’s told him that nowadays baby girls are not christened Helen. It suits 
her though. With her dark hair and challenging attitude, she couldn’t have been called 
anything else. Fiona is her second name; he likes that too.  
The dog peers at him from the bushes at the entrance to the first trail, its head on one 
side. Which way are we going? 
“No, the other way,” he says, “it’s more interesting.” 
The journey takes less time than before, because there’s no hesitation on either of 
their parts; the route is becoming familiar. When they reach the bald, bony spreadeagled 
summit they are almost an hour earlier than they were previously. 
He perches on the rock. Down below him, catching the sun like an emerald-bottomed 
pool, lies Angels Playground. He takes out the binoculars and the dog’s treat at the same 
time, putting the binoculars up to his eyes with one hand while feeding the dog with the 
other, and then wiping his hand down the front of his jeans. 
It’s infuriating but there’s nothing there, well, nothing but a swathe of grass. Green. 
Gently rippling. Oh, and the swing set. It’s still there. He hasn’t imagined it. 
“Cooper,” he calls impatiently, leaping down from his perch.  
* 
It takes him five minutes of scouting around to locate a path, and even then he stops to 
scratch his head. It’s so overgrown. Is it really a path? But it’s heading in the right direction, 
and there are no alternatives. He plunges down it, through a copse of thickly matted spiky 
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scrub, the dog’s warm breath at his heels.  After a while the dog slips ahead and leads the 
way. The bush scratches his face and arms, but he gropes forwards, pushing his hands and 
body against the undergrowth, the fragrant smell of it filling his nostrils. He doesn’t know 
whether he’s heading in the right direction. He trusts in his instinct, and in the dog. In Dog 
we trust.  
 It’s a relief to emerge at the other end. His overall impression is one of colour: green. 
The first surprise is the grass. It’s like his Hobart house’s back lawn, thick and in need of a 
mow. Unlike his back lawn, however, it is extensive, half a rugby field, at the perimeter of 
which lies a thick band of pine trees. The second surprise is the swing, because here it is just 
as he saw it. He didn’t really expect the swing to exist. Positioned close to the grass’s edge, 
once fire-engine red, the swing set has rusted and faded to a dull orange.  
 He glances at his watch; it’s taken him an hour. Hauling off his backpack, he dumps it 
at his feet and ferrets inside for the sandwich, eating it mechanically. The first bite of apple 
tastes sweet and juicy. He wanders around eating, and kicking at clumps of greenery until he 
hurls the core into the middle distance. Then he sits down in the sun, lies back, spreading his 
arms across the warm, soft meadow, gazing up at the empty sky. Strangely, he can hear the 
flutter of wings although he can’t see any birds. After a minute he closes his eyes. And 
sleeps.     
 He dreams again of the room. Only the man isn’t in it; he’s alone. The room is small 
and dark and because of the blackness he can’t find the door. He hears Helen on the other 
side, calling for him, softly at first, then with growing desperation. He fumbles blindly, his 
fingers juddering over the wall. It’s big and roughly plastered, the sort of plaster that contains 
trowel marks—stucco?—and his fingertips begin to hurt. Now there are no corners to the 
wall; it stretches on indefinitely. Helen’s calls for him grow fainter and then fade altogether, 
and inexplicably he begins to cry, and the crying wakes him.  
He lies with his eyes closed, tears seeping under his lashes.  
He remembers where he is. Lying on grass in the warm sun, on a mountain. The grass 
tickles his neck. He stretches an arm out blindly, encounters Cooper’s silky fur, and is 
rewarded with a warm lick. 
He’s miles from anyone. From anywhere. Alone. 
* 
Dragging his feet, he begins the homeward journey. He doesn’t talk to the dog. He fights his 
way through the bush back to the summit, thorns catching on his clothes, his skin. When he 
reaches the bony summit, he blindly follows the track homewards without stopping. By the 
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time he stumbles out on to Wandering Jew Track it is dark.  Cooper, sensing his mood, hangs 
at his heels.  
 The dog turns into the driveway ahead of him. Vanishes. It’s so dark he stumbles on 
the house’s little staircase and slips, cursing. He struggles to fit the key to the lock but, 
finally, success and the door opens. About to stagger into the house he remembers his boots 
and hauls them off. He switches on a light, illuminating the bare wooden floor. He puts a 
match to the fire, closes the door—where’s the dog?—goes to the fridge and pulls out dinner 
options. Then he heads back. “Cooper,” he calls, opening the door. The dog whimpers with 
excitement in response, and he peers into the darkness. There’s enough light to show him the 
dog’s rump in the shed’s doorway, wagging a feathery tail.   
In his socks, he makes no noise as he approaches the shed.  
 She’s sitting on top of the woodpile, her bare, slender arm stretched out from beneath 
some dark shawl-like garb, Cooper licking the tips of her fingers. Her pale face stares ahead, 
her milky eyes unfocused. 
 He has a moment’s awkwardness, as if he’s observing her unawares.   
 “You’re there, aren’t you?” she asks of him, and he has the odd feeling that it’s the 
other way around—it’s her who’s been observing him. 
 “Yes,” he says. “I’m here.”  
 
 
 
 
Five 
 
“Finally,” the girl on the woodpile says to him. 
 “I’d like to say you took your time but I think it’s better to say nothing than to be 
boring.” 
She tilts her head to one side and looks at him, and he sees she’s just a child really. 
Can she focus on anything through those opaque irises? 
“Dog got your tongue?”  
She giggles. There’s enough light to see her fine fair hair, mussy and knotted, floating 
around her pale face. Her nose is sharp, her mouth wide. Her clothing is dark and mostly 
tattered. From what he can make out it’s layers of this and that.    
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“Who are you?” he says.  
 “Imogen.” She stretches out an alabaster arm, and he remembers the handkerchief 
embroidered with I. He takes her hand, the act of which seems a very grown-up thing for a 
child—absurdly formal—and shakes it. Her hand is small and thin, but warm like a child’s.   
He gives her his name, but she holds onto his hand as if reluctant to let him go.  
“This’s Cooper.” He indicates, needlessly, the dog but in so doing extricating himself.  
“I know. We’ve already met.” 
“And this is your handkerchief.” He withdraws it from his pocket. “I’m sorry, it’s 
dirty.” 
“I don’t want it. It’s for you to keep.” 
“Me?” he asks. “Why would I need to keep it?” 
“Trust me, it’ll come in useful.” 
He pushes the hanky back into his pocket. Maybe he should wash it. Maybe the dog 
slobber has put her off. Maybe he shouldn’t argue the point. 
“Won’t you get into trouble?” he blurts out. 
“Trouble?” 
“Because you’re here, instead of there.” He sticks out a hand in the direction of 
Charon House.  
“I don’t care. It’ll be worth it. You’ll make it worth it, won’t you?” 
“Me?” 
“Yes. You.” She reaches into the folds of her layers of dark clothing, pulls out a silver 
hip flask, unscrews the lid and takes a swig. “Drink?” She proffers the bottle.  
“It’s only water,” she says, when he looks aghast. 
“No. No, thank you.” He remembers his manners. 
“Right.” She tips the flask to her mouth again. 
He has so many questions he doesn’t know where to begin. 
“Why are you here?”  
“Escaped,” she says and winks.  
“Which means, I’ll get into trouble if they find me here. We’ll both get into trouble.”  
“What are you doing with those guys?” 
“Best not to ask,” she murmurs. 
“I don’t like it,” he says. “I don’t like them.” 
“Neither do I, but we can’t always have what we like.”  
“Meaning?” 
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“I have no choice.” 
“Of course you have a choice. You always have a choice.” 
“Did you have a choice?” 
“No—” he starts to say. He frowns. “What do you know about me?” 
“Only what Cooper’s told me.” 
“Don’t be daft,” he mutters. “Look, how about I take you home?” 
“I don’t want to go home.” She pouts. 
“Yes, but I don’t want to get into trouble. I don’t fancy my chances with—with them. 
Come.” He holds out his hand, stepping closer. She has freckles sprinkled across her 
cheekbones and the bridge of her nose. 
But she ignores it, pushes herself backwards on the woodpile.  
“Do something first. For me.” 
She rises up on the woodpile and teeters on her black-booted toes. A log of wood, 
dislodged by her movements, skitters out behind her. 
“Catch me!” she cries, without warning launching herself at him.  
In his arms she is as light as butterflies’ wings and as soft as moss.  
She nestles her head against his shoulder. He’s disturbed by her slightness. She’s a 
little girl in his arms—the child he doesn’t have—although he’d put her age at somewhere 
between 10 going on 20. Her body disturbs him too, because he can’t remember when last he 
held a person that wasn’t Helen. His mother, maybe, at his father’s funeral, oh, so long ago. 
“Come,” he says at last, putting her from him.  
She sighs. “That was nice. Do you think we could do it again another day?” 
“Probably,” he says for want of something better.  
She waits outside, sitting quietly on her haunches and fondling Cooper’s ears, while 
he goes to get his jacket. He closes the back door and pulls on his boots. Cooper, smitten, 
exhibits a goofy expression. Then he takes her hand and leads her down the driveway. The 
blind leading the blind. 
As they make their way slowly up Wandering Jew Track he’s aware of her humming, 
although he doesn’t recognise the tune.  He doesn’t walk fast; he doesn’t want her to trip. 
“How old are you?” he asks. 
“How old are you?”  
“Thirty-eight.”   
“Well, that’s okay then, isn’t it? One of us old enough to make decisions. Hooray.” 
“How long have you lived here?” he tries again. 
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“Long enough.” She pauses. “We knew when you arrived. Such drama. I knew you 
were here before they did. Silly boys. They were gobsmacked when I told them.” 
“How did you know? Did you see me? I didn’t—” 
“I felt it. Sometimes I feel things. Don’t you?”  
He thinks about the statue in Angels Playground, and the whirr of wings. He felt 
something but he can’t say what.  
“Sometimes…” He pauses. “Are those guys your brothers?” 
“Theo and Lincoln? Yes.” 
“Which is which?” 
“Theo is the older. He’s taller, and he’s the boss of Lincoln. Lincoln can’t think for 
himself.” She sighs. 
“And who’s the boss of you?” 
“I am!” she tells him.  
The gate at Charon House is ajar, neither completely open nor closed as an automatic 
gate should be. Feeling vulnerable and exposed, he switches off the torch. The driveway, 
shrouded in greenery—leaves and vines—is not altogether in darkness. A dim glow of light 
comes from somewhere further along.  
“There.” He gives her the tiniest of pushes forward although everything in his being 
fights against abandoning her. It’s not right. Not right at all. “You’d better go in.”   
“Come with me?” 
“No.”  
The word is out before he’s considered the request. 
“Please?” 
He doesn’t want to get involved. He’s not strong enough to cope, but how can he 
refuse? Especially when she looks at him so beseechingly? 
“Just a little way?” 
“Okay.” He takes her warm small hand again. “What about Cooper? Should I leave 
him outside?” 
“No. He knows how to look out for himself. Besides, we don’t have dogs.” 
She slips through the opening, and he follows. She lets go of his hand. She seems 
capable of finding her own way now and he supposes she has done this a thousand times.  
The driveway is slippery with leaf debris, but hard and uneven underfoot. 
Cobblestones, he thinks. Above their heads the trees loom like sentinels and the bushes at the 
side rustle with inexplicable noises. He’s aware of his heart beating in his chest; he can’t help 
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it. What are the consequences if the brothers, Theo and Lincoln, discover him? 
They turn the corner. Cooper hangs back as if he can sense something.  
The porch light’s on and he sees the house—the mansion—properly for the first time, 
and stops. It’s a large but compact dwelling. Squarish. Of dark brick with numerous narrow 
casement windows and a high-pitched roof. Veins of ropey ivy clamber up its exterior and 
claw their way across the brickwork. Startled, he steps back—something is squatting up 
there—but then he sees it’s only a gargoyle ogling him from above.  
“So, what do you think?” she whispers. 
“I think this is far enough.”  
She smiles. Her smile is a dimpled delight, giving life to her cloudy eyes, and lighting 
up her face. She rises on her toes to give him an unexpected kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.” 
She crosses to the porch. Her confidence in doing so tells him she must possess some 
kind of limited sight.  
He watches until she’s felt for the wooden door, opened it, and heaved its heaviness 
closed behind her. Softly calling Cooper to heel he pushes against the bushes and waits. It 
doesn’t take long.  
Someone shouts. The words are unintelligible but he imagines Here she is! Another 
voice answers. He hears the thud of heavy footsteps, and then more yelling. An ominous 
silence, followed by a faint high-pitched cry of pain. He flinches. He waits, but can’t bear it, 
and seconds later stumbles from his hiding place and lurches back the way he’s come, almost 
slipping on the slimy cobblestones. Cooper is a blur of pale movement. They dart through the 
gate with seconds to spare before it rattles to a close. With horror he realises they could’ve 
been trapped inside.  
He reaches home in a flurry of beating heart and bursting lungs. He runs inside—he 
left the back door unlocked—snatches the key from the kitchen counter, checks the fire, 
which has thankfully burnt down to cinders, turns off all the lights and exits, locking the 
house.  
Behind the bushes alongside the washing line they wait together, his fingers grasping 
Cooper’s collar. The dog sits alert, but quietly.  
After a while Cooper lies down with his front paws stretched out, awkward in the 
confined space. He squats on the damp ground, and the cold eats into his bones. His tummy 
rumbles making the dog turn its head with curiosity. In the quiet they hear all the night 
noises: owls hooting, curlews crying, the scurry of little furry feet.  Then, at last, when he is 
about to fall asleep with weariness and can no longer feel his buttocks, Cooper bristles and 
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raises himself. He tightens his grip on the collar. Boots scuffle along the driveway. Enough 
tread for two pairs. A faint light from the torch’s beam. “Shh,” he whispers needlessly, 
needlessly because Cooper very seldom barks.  
A loud rat-a-tat-tat on his front door, followed by silence.  
Then louder and heavier thumping. Rat-a-tat-tat.  
Voices. The stamp of feet on the verandah.  
“Open up!”  
Then nothing. No sound for quite some time, but still he doesn’t move.  
Which is just as well for the torch’s beam creeps around the corner of the cottage 
before he hears the tread of feet. They are attempting stealth, he thinks.  
The creak of the woodshed’s door. A sound of exasperation.  
Then the light methodically making its way around the yard.  
Cooper quivers with excitement. Or fear. Or both. He, himself, is so anxious he thinks 
he might throw up. He draws himself back like a tortoise retreating into its shell. And as the 
beam passes over their hiding place he stiffens.  
Then, as abruptly as it began, it’s over. The torch is switched off.  
But still he doesn’t move. It could be a trick. And he sits and waits, and waits and sits.  
Cooper, bored, turns to lick his face, and he has to stop himself from blurting out a 
reprimand. “You dag,” he says, under his breath.  
After a while, he loosens his grip on the collar, feels around for a pebble and hurls it 
into the air. It connects with the roof of the cottage, clunking and clattering.  
No reaction.  
The darkness above dissipates. Thins. The night relaxes. Adjusts. Settles back into 
ennui. An owl flaps its wings. Cooper looks enquiringly at him.  
“Okay.” At last he releases his grip. Together they crawl forward into the clearing.  
* 
Before falling asleep he goes through the events again. Why’s she shown herself to him, 
when she knows it can cause trouble—for herself and for him? And what are the marks he 
saw when she stretched out her hand to Cooper, and to him to shake? 
Red marks. On her arm. Puncture-like. Marks like scars from needles. From 
injections.  
Scars that heroin addicts exhibit.  
And she, just a child. 
* 
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Lying on his back in the early morning his eyelids flutter open, and for the second time he 
doesn’t know where he is.  
Usually when he wakes his first thoughts are of his situation, how hopeless it is, 
whether it could have been avoided, and Helen—where Helen is right now, what she is doing. 
But this morning is different. He thinks of the girl, of Imogen. And what it all means, and 
how it will be difficult to stand by and do nothing. Though what exactly it is he must do, he 
has no idea. 
By the light in the room he reckons he’s overslept, but who cares?  
 When he lets Cooper out the sky is silvery pale, straining under the weight of heavy 
cloud. Standing in the doorway in his bare feet, he starts to shiver. It’s colder today, markedly 
colder. Perhaps it will snow.  
 After he has lit the fire and while he eats his porridge, he opens his laptop. Yes, snow 
is expected. The first of the season. The idea fills him with some feeling akin to happiness.  
 He takes his time washing and drying the breakfast things.  
“I’m going to wait for Snow,” he says to Cooper, as if Snow is a friend coming for 
morning tea. He sweeps out the kitchen, and then the other rooms. He throws everything off 
his bed and remakes it. Cleaning the bathroom takes him longer, but when he checks his 
watch it is a few minutes to noon. He opens the back door, but there’s no snow. Not yet. 
Cooper occasionally lifts his head from his paws to gaze at him in puzzlement and, after one 
of these looks, he says, “Well, Snow hasn’t let me know when she’s arriving,” and wonders 
why he has made snow feminine. And why he is behaving like an adolescent.  
He sits down with a fresh cup of coffee, opens his laptop. And closes it again. He has 
no desire to read his emails, no wish to know what’s happening in the world. When the coffee 
has been drunk, and the mug filled with water in the sink, it is no surprise to find himself 
standing on the back porch, pulling on his boots.  
 He ambles up Wandering Jew Track, seeing it with new eyes. The damp earth, the 
mottled pebbles, tree branches quietly hanging. Like him also waiting, for it’s clear to him 
now that it isn’t only the arrival of the snow he’s anticipating; he’s expecting something—
what it is he can’t say—from Charon House.  Hands stuffed into his jean pockets for warmth, 
he stops to peer into the pine plantation. It looks secretive, dark and deep, and then he has an 
idea—if he were to enter the woods and after a couple of hundred metres make a left turn, he 
would come across the back of Charon House, wouldn’t he? Wouldn’t he? So what’s 
stopping him?  
 He whistles for Cooper who’s loping ahead, and steps across the muddy ditch at the 
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side of the track and enters the forest. The pine needles are soft underfoot, the air damply 
warm, and the smell exhilarating. Reminding him of his childhood. His grandparents had a 
house at the edge of a forest, and he and his sister played there often. Sometimes Tag, but 
mostly Hide and Seek. It lasted for hours because there were so many possible hiding places. 
Once, he got himself lost. He remembers that when he was found his parents were frantic, 
while he was calm. Infuriatingly calm, his sister had said, because she’d wanted drama, 
hysteria, something to hold her friends’ attention back at school. He stops in front of a pine 
tree and puts out a hand to touch the bark. He loves the rough texture and, peeling away a 
segment, exposes the soft tender grain underneath. When a twig snaps up ahead, he freezes, 
but it’s Cooper flushing out a deer. It’s a doe, gone in a flash of elegant legs, tawny hide and 
shapely rump. Cooper, intimidated by its size, whimpers and hangs back. “Here boy,” he 
murmurs reassuringly and bends to stroke his soft head.   
 They press on. He counts rows of trees as a guide. And at the thirty-fifth row he 
makes an abrupt and definite left turn, digging into the ground with his heel to plough a 
marker should he get lost. Although he is an adult now and should be past getting lost, you 
can never be too careful. And careful is what he needs to be with these guys. The boys. Theo 
and Lincoln. Unusual names. Old-fashioned names.  
He walks with a purpose and a heightened sense of awareness. Still counting tree 
rows but in another direction. He sees the house from a long way off, and pauses to survey it.  
The property is big, a quarter of an acre at least, he estimates, and the high, 
parchment-coloured wall peters off part-way to the rear, as if they ran out of bricks. The back 
of the house, the untidy bits of piping, the pokey windows of bathrooms, a lean-to over the 
backdoor, a small patio and wooden stairs leading from the yard up to it, are exposed. The 
patio hasn’t been swept in a hundred years. Messy and greasy with leaf litter and mould, it 
holds a shabby grey wooden table with the chairs askew. In the yard, a child’s swing, empty 
and indifferent, hangs listlessly from the branch of a large-limbed tree like an afterthought. 
Not like the one in Angels Playground. Drooping off the left-hand side wall is a washing line 
festooned with drab wooden pegs. There’s no sign of the inhabitants. He checks his watch—
it’s two-thirty—surely somebody should be about? 
 He’s reluctant to leave the forest to explore further. To expose himself. Here in the 
geometric puzzle of uniform trunks he’s camouflaged. It’s the safest place to be. He stamps 
his feet. Passivity has made him cold and he can’t stand here forever and do nothing, but he 
can’t risk getting closer, not with Cooper, who might give him away at any minute.  
And while he’s standing in contemplation, it starts to snow. It drifts through the air, 
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gently settling and melting on the outdoor furniture. Floats across the heavens. He smiles in 
wonderment.  
 He calls to the dog. He wants to get back. An idea has half-formed in his head of a 
fire, a hot mug of tea, watching the snow from the warmth of his cottage. He might even dig 
out his camera.  
He’s about to turn on his heel when the back door opens and the girl emerges. She 
wears an ankle-length lacy white dress, with long sleeves and a high collar, sort of Victorian, 
and little else—well, nothing for warmth—and she descends the deck stairs in her black 
hobnailed boots, clutching the handrail. Imogen’s head is tilted to the sky, catching the flakes 
on her face, and she’s stuck out her tongue, which is mildly amusing. She’s enchanted, like 
him.  
Mesmerised, he backs himself up against a tree, feeling for the trunk behind with his 
hands, and sees a dog at her feet, wagging its tail, and gazing at her in adoration, and that dog 
is Cooper.  
“Crap!” he exclaims. 
He whacks his thigh, a short sharp smack, and whistles. Cooper turns, stares right at 
him, but doesn’t obey. Instead, he puts up his muzzle and nudges Imogen’s hand with his 
nose. She smooths her palm over the dog’s head and peers forward. “Hello,” she calls in his 
general direction and smiles, confirming that her cloudy, opaque eyes can distinguish 
movement. He stands motionless. Unsure. What to do next? Can he risk coming out into the 
open?  
As he is about to leave the security of his tree trunk, the back door opens again. The 
back door opens, but nobody comes out. A sharp authoritative voice says something, but 
Imogen on the patio caressing Cooper’s ears takes no notice. Clearly intent on finding him, 
she steps across the pavers.  
The snow is falling quickly now, whirling and swirling through the air. The owner of 
the voice emerges, a man dressed all in black—Lincoln, he thinks—who comes after Imogen. 
He grabs her arm. She turns to him, lifts her other hand and her face to the sky, says 
something, and for one weird moment, the man smiles—a sort of grimace—indulging her, 
but he doesn’t let her go. She tries to pull out of his grasp, but his fingers are manacles 
around her arm. She says something more, and smiles again—she’s pleading to stay—but the 
man shakes his head. Adamantly.  
Cooper has moved to one side, and watches with apprehension, perhaps remembering 
the pain of what was probably a twisted ear.  
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Through a haze of white falling flakes, girl and man move towards the stairs. Ascend. 
And before they go in the door, the man, Lincoln, turns to look back, to check that all is as it 
should be. And sees the dog.  
He drops Imogen’s arm. Stepping with purpose down the stairs again he puts out his 
hand to the dog and Cooper goes to him, ears flattened and tail quiet, but goes to him, 
nonetheless. Lincoln bends down on his haunches, takes the dog’s head gently in his hands as 
if he is about to tell him a story or praise him for some or other deed, and in one swift 
movement he jerks and twists the dog’s head to one side. Cooper doesn’t even have time to 
yelp. The soft and furry paws give way. His body collapses. Sags to the earth.  
At the forest’s edge he gasps for air. Edges forward, then shuffles back. His vision is 
unclear, he blinks frantically. He’s not sure what it is he should do next; he keeps thinking 
any minute now he’ll wake up to find he’s had another nightmare. 
Imogen reappears at the head of the stairs. Fluttering her hands in consternation. 
Aware that something’s happened. But Lincoln takes the steps two at a time, yanks her by the 
arm towards the door. She resists, screams, pulls away, slips on the white stuff, and is hauled 
kicking and screaming back the way she’s come. Forced into the doorway, the door banging 
shut behind them.  
At the foot of the stairs the bundle of fur does not move. A flurry of snow lifts one 
black ear. 
In front of the tree trunk its owner falls to his knees. Pitches head-first to the ground 
as if he’s been shot. 
Everything is still. Everything except the snow, which continues to fall, blanketing the 
bodies.  
 
 
 
 
Six 
 
Everything that has ever gone before—the bullying at work, the breakdown of his marriage, 
the undignified and distressful discharge from employment—is now eclipsed. 
 He lies for what seems an age, wishing the ground would split, and gape, and swallow 
him like a grave. Dark and damp. Dreary and despairing.  
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 Finally, he raises himself to his knees. Crawls. Then stands. On his feet at last, he 
sways. He brushes the dirt from his face with difficulty, no longer feeling his fingers. Tears, 
gathered in the corner of his eyes, have turned to ice.  
 In the distance his friend is a mound of white.  
 He reels forward, half-running, and comes to a halt alongside the body. He glances up 
at the dark mass of the house and is so frightened he cannot breathe. He puts out a hand, 
breaks through the layer of snow, shakes the body, but it does not respond. Abruptly, he turns 
and stumbles back to the woods.  
* 
The snow is still falling, soft under his feet and on his bowed head, when he reaches the 
cottage. It’s not clear how he arrived, only that he’s reached his destination. He walks directly 
inside with his boots on, and stops in front of the fireplace. After a time he realises the fire is 
dead, and that he’s left the back door open, and he goes out and heels off his boots. When he 
returns it dawns on him that he needs wood, and he must pull his boots back on and go out 
again. The evening—he doesn’t know what happened to the remainder of the afternoon—
continues in this fashion. One step forwards and two steps backwards. At one point, he finds 
himself bringing in Cooper’s bowl to prepare his dinner. This gives him a fright. “Wake-up, 
you fuckwit!” he cries, staring transfixed at the dish in his hand. In an attempt to clear his 
head and warm his still-trembling body, he has a hot shower. Climbs into bed. But he can’t 
sleep. His chest aches as if a tennis ball is lodged in his windpipe. Tears continually seep 
from his eyes. The house is strangely empty. Hollow. Quiet. When he closes his eyelids, he 
sees the staircase, the pillow of white at its foot. Cooper’s loving face. The softness of his 
ears under his fingers.  
Sometime later, he gets up and dresses warmly.  
* 
Outside, it’s stopped snowing. The sky is ominously dark, but everything—the ground, trees 
and shrubs—is shrouded in white. He uses the torch to find his way, his boots sinking into 
softness underfoot. It’s not very deep. The woods contain only a smattering of snow, a 
sprinkle here and there that has eluded the heavy pine needles. He counts tree rows—thirty-
five—locates his marker, and retraces his footsteps, but switches off the light as Charon 
House looms out of the darkness.  
 Dusted in powder, it looks ghostly. Ethereal. Even the ropes of the swing carry 
vestiges of snow. He feels as if he’s stepped into a photograph’s negative, that he will never 
again see colour. Sights such as yellow daffodils, red apples and paddocks of green lucerne 
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seem incongruous.  
 The mound of white remains at the foot of the stairs. He pockets the torch and moves 
towards it, pushing his gloved hands under the body. He lifts.   
 Cooper is heavier than he remembers. Weighted by his burden, he staggers back to the 
tree line, walking some distance before allowing himself to put the body down and rest. He 
takes out the torch again but it’s awkward to direct the beam and carry the corpse, and the 
light swings crazily up ahead of him. He walks quickly, lurching from one tree to the next, 
counting. And then, after he’s made the turn, adding up pines again, until finally he’s out on 
the track.  
 Once in his driveway, he makes straight for the woodshed, almost dropping the body 
from exhaustion on the earthen floor. All thoughts of tenderness are forgotten. His arms are 
ready to fall off with weariness.  
 In the house he finds a spare towel and returns to brush off the snow. But that’s a 
mistake. The body, no longer some white nameless heap, is now recognisably Cooper. He 
distracts himself from his distress by finding a spade, and deciding where he’ll make a grave, 
not an easy decision since there’s no particular spot the dog enjoyed more than any other. 
Back at his Hobart house the decision would’ve been easy—under the big oak out the back. 
Back there none of this would’ve happened. It’s his fault the dog is dead. Then something 
else occurs to him—how will he tell Helen?  
 He throws the spade to one side. Pacing back and forth, he’s appalled by this new 
task. This challenge. Of telling Helen. 
 They bought the puppy together, five years ago, after yet another of Helen’s 
miscarriages. Helen chose it. She picked Cooper out of a litter or, rather, Cooper chose her. 
Tummy rotund with milk, he wobbled over and collapsed at her feet. When she lifted him to 
her face, he put out his tongue and licked her nose. There was no need to look at other 
puppies after that.  
 He wipes the tears from his eyes. Sniffs. Picks up the spade. He must get on.  
 He doesn’t know what time it is when he smooths the last shovel of dirt over the 
grave. He only hopes that now he might be able to sleep. To stop thinking. To stop blaming 
himself.  
* 
He wakes late the next day. He feels at a loose end as if there’s something he’s meant to be 
doing. He picks up a book and sits in his chair drawn to the fire, but he can’t concentrate. His 
mind keeps wandering, replaying scenes from yesterday.   
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 He drops off more than once, exhausted by the night’s events, the trauma. But it’s a 
deep sleep with no nightmares, although Cooper’s absence hits him as soon as he jerks 
awake, the magazine falling from his lap.   
 Late in the afternoon, he fits his snow chains to the car tyres, and drives down to the 
village for supplies. 
The snow has started to melt. Water drips from the branches of trees, and rivulets 
trickle eagerly down the ditches at the side of the track. Driving takes all his concentration, 
but in about half an hour he is out of the worst of it, and has to stop to remove the chains.  
The village has one main street containing a newsagent, a pub and bottle store. And a 
small supermarket with limited lines, where he selects a pack of diced lamb, a couple of 
tomatoes, a foil packet of Rogan Josh, onions—his basket fills. He throws in some junk food, 
too. Honey Soy Chicken Chips—his favourite flavour—and nut chocolate. Rewards for 
abstaining from alcohol. He also picks out a paperback from off an upright, swivelling rack 
of discounted titles near the checkout. It’s been ages since he read fiction. The author’s name, 
Winton, is familiar. He remembers a novel called Breath. Putting down the basket he turns 
the book over to read the blurb. Tom Keely’s reputation is in ruins. And that’s the upside. It’s 
enough to make him shove the paperback back on the rack. As he does so, two men enter the 
supermarket. He notices they’re big and dressed in dark clothing. And they have presence. 
Immediately, he moves over, positioning himself behind the book display. Of course he 
knows who they are, and the last thing he wants is for them to recognise him.  
 They disappear down an aisle. He wonders whether he should abandon the groceries. 
Cut and run while he can. Coward, he thinks, remembering Imogen, and remembering 
Cooper. A slow anger begins to simmer. He pretends to continue to read, although he doesn’t 
take any of it in. His head is bent over the book but his eyes are focused on the floor tiles, his 
ears are flapping. If things get bad, he can make a run for it. He may not be as strong or as 
hefty as they are, but he’s a good runner.  
 Slowly and deliberately he replaces the book in the stand, and turns to gaze out the 
shop front, beyond the plate-glass windows with the posters advertising special deals for Tim 
Tams, Pink Lady apples and Omo washing powder. Apart from his car the street is empty, 
there’s no vehicle to confirm anyone else’s presence.   
 He hefts his groceries to take them over to the till, but changes his mind and returns to 
the book rack. Places the basket on the floor again. Now he has a view down the aisle. He 
sees the men. They’re walking towards him, towards the checkout. He lifts the paperback 
from the rack, opens it, and stares fixedly at page 117.   
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Dark blue overalls. Heavy black boots. They’re tradies. Clutching lunch of some kind. 
They pass him and he hears, “…the baby was up all night” and “Well, I reckon that’s you 
ruled out”.  
The checkout girl has an ample waist spilling over black jeans, long jet-black hair, 
piercings and a black and red rose tattoo in her neck. Ordinarily he wouldn’t notice all these 
characteristics, but his senses seem to be oversensitive. Her badge tells him her name is 
Rosanna. She makes some comment about the snowfall, and he can see she’s pleased to find 
someone who’s experienced it firsthand. His conversation is stilted, his mind still 
preoccupied by the men he saw.    
 After he has paid and is putting away his wallet, he takes the opportunity to stare 
down the aisle again, as if he can somehow conjure up the men he originally saw in the 
empty space looming ahead. Apart from the store radio playing some inane jingle, there’s 
silence. No customers. Nobody talking, nobody walking. “Did you see two men come in 
here, about five minutes ago?” he asks Rosanna. 
 She looks at him curiously, as if he may not be quite the full quid after all. “You mean 
the tradies, the guys who just left?” 
 “No, I mean some other guys—like them, but different.” 
 She shakes her head. “Not that I recall. I think it’s only you and me in here, mate.” 
She glances up at the CCTV camera behind her. 
 He walks out of the shop, a bag of groceries in each hand, deep in thought. Peers 
down the street before he opens the vehicle, deposits the shopping on the front seat and 
climbs in. His hands around the steering wheel, he sees the bottle store. It’s hard to miss—the 
big billboard advertising James Boag’s beer. One bottle of red. That’s all he’ll get.  
 But in the store faced with an array of labels and bottles, he knows it’s a mistake. He 
said No Alcohol at the start, and while he’s here—and not there—he must obey that rule. He 
walks out. In the car again he remembers that he wanted to ask Rosanna at the supermarket if 
they ever made deliveries to Charon House. Should he go back? Nuh. A question like that? 
She’ll really think he’s a weirdo.   
* 
Back at the cottage, he puts more wood on the fire. He potters in the kitchen, preparing the 
chicken for the curry ... steaming rice, slicing the stems off broccoli. He goes through to the 
living room, and wanders across to the window. It’s dark outside, but the sky is clear. The 
stars are out. He draws the curtains, walks back to the fireplace and stands with his back to 
the warmth, gazing around, seeing the dog everywhere, but nowhere. In desperation he 
 59 
 
returns to the kitchen, pours himself a glass of orange juice, raises it in a toast. “Cooper,” he 
says, and sips. And sips again. It is only orange juice but he can make believe it is an 
amazingly good bottle of Shiraz, can’t he?   
 After dinner he cleans up, then sits before the fire, watching the flickering flames. 
Lost in thought. Before he crawls into bed, he opens the back door, and peers out. It’s eerily 
silent. Deserted. The moon has come up and set the world alight with a cold, ghostly flame of 
white.  
“Oh, dog,” he says. And his voice breaks with emotion.  
He piles wood on the embers, blows the fire into life again, and burrows under the 
covers. He is asleep in minutes.  
* 
In the morning when he sets out on the track to Angels Playground, it feels as if what 
happened at Charon House was a bad dream. Yet the dog is missing. The dog is lying under a 
mound of earth in the backyard of the cottage. That’s a fact. Inescapable.  
 Little of yesterday’s snowfall remains, only patches of icy white, crisp and wet. The 
newspaper—he looked at it online—said it was a freak fall. Too early to be taken seriously. 
The prediction is at least a week of clear weather then, possibly, more snow. 
The track is slushy with mud and he treads carefully, not wanting to slip. The sun 
slants through the trees, dappling the ground and, alongside, water gurgles in the ditch. A 
mistiness drifts through the sodden air.  
Charon House, when he walks by, is shrouded in secrecy. He stops and peers down 
the driveway but there’s not a glimmer of light, nor a sign of life. Deserted and abandoned, it 
looks as if no-one has lived in it for months—years even. He has a mind to ring the bell, to 
demand an explanation. To do something. If the truth be known, to exact revenge for the 
death of Cooper.  
He’s set off in a neutral mood, but the sight of the parchment-coloured pillars and the 
dreary driveway make him angry, and he doesn’t want to be angry. He’s been angry enough 
over the last months. This isolation is about putting that all behind him, and he stands for a 
minute, dithering. He could either do something, as he’s threatened, or keep walking. Which 
is it to be? And without thinking too hard he reaches out and presses the bell. He’s alarmed to 
find his knees trembling. What if Theo or Lincoln come to the gate? They’ve thought nothing 
of killing a dog, why should his life mean anything more to them? 
But although he waits some time, and that space is filled with fear then anger, then 
fear again, nothing happens. There’s no response. Gritting his teeth, he stomps off up the 
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track. What is it that Helen often suggests he should do? Think happy thoughts. Gah!   
He’s no more than a hundred metres up the track when he has an idea. If nobody’s 
home this’d be an ideal time to snoop around.  His frightened self is appalled and says so. No! 
Why not? his brave self counters. At least think about it. He stops again. What does he have 
left to hurt? Only his body, and what is that after all? It’s his soul that counts for everything. 
And his soul is his own. Nobody—nobody—touches that. Not unless he lets them; not 
without his permission. 
He returns to the gate. Walking past it he follows the high parchment-coloured wall 
until it turns left, and he shadows its path. It isn’t easy. The shrubs and bushes at its side are 
overgrown. The ivy that’s so prevalent down the house’s driveway has taken over here too, 
helplessly, blindly waving its rope-like arms in the air. Its spidery suckers clutch at the 
peeling plaster. He fights his way through the undergrowth. Other times, he circumvents it, 
always coming back to the wall. When it comes to its abrupt end and he finds himself in the 
back yard, his first instinct is to duck away again—everything is so much closer than before. 
Actual detail of the outdoor furniture including a rusty screw and a worn paling, is obvious. 
At the foot of the stairs, the place where Cooper’s body lay. On the veranda, pools of wet 
from the melting snow are puddled. 
After a bit when there’s no sign of anything untoward, he emerges into the open, and 
hesitantly mounts the stairs. It’s stupid, he knows, but he wipes his boots on the threadbare 
coir doormat. He tries the door handle. But it won’t open.  
The key’s not under the mat. He gazes up at the lean-to’s roof, and stands on tiptoes 
to feel on top of a rafter. Again, nothing.  
Thwarted before he’s even begun! Viciously he turns the handle in annoyance and 
heaves his shoulder against the door, only to have it give way under the pressure, pitching 
him headlong into the murk of the house. Somewhat shaken, he regains his footing. Peers 
forward.  
The door opens into a scullery, dark and dim. Dirty dishes are piled on the sink, and 
what looks like a porridge pot filled with water to soak. He leaves the door ajar, and waits, 
listening. But apart from a sudden breath of wind rattling some window pane somewhere 
upstairs, there’s no sound.   
The scullery opens out into the kitchen—no surprises there—with all the usual 
paraphernalia including an ancient wooden table, and a huge, old-fashioned Aga stove.  The 
fridge is white with newness. A blue and white striped milk jug on the table holds a bunch of 
flowers; he doesn’t recognise them, some country varieties, perhaps.  And above the table, 
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coppery pots and silvery pans are suspended from a rack.  It’s all perfectly ordinary and 
perfectly homely.  
He skirts the kitchen table, treads with care into the passage. To his surprise he can 
see clear to the front door, or what he assumes must be the front door. A solid wooden 
double-door with leadlight panels either side, spilling prisms of indigo and scarlet into an 
entrance hall.  
The passage is solid underfoot, covered in linoleum. The pattern is faded, worn 
through in parts and grimy in the corners. Various doors, mostly closed, lead off it. Those 
doors that are open, yield rooms that hold no interest. There’s a formal dining-room, which 
looks little-used. A study containing a desk littered with yellowed papers and a bookcase 
stuffed with musty volumes of Encyclopaedia Britannica. A spare bedroom, austerely 
furnished and far too neat to be in use. And a small sitting-room holding upholstered chairs, 
so hairy they must be homes to a variety of felines although he’s seen no evidence of cats. 
The entrance hall, when he reaches it, is laid with harlequin tiles. A tall copper 
receptacle stands in one corner holding walking sticks and furled umbrellas, and in the other 
is a specimen of the pot plant variety called, he knows, mother-in-law’s tongue. Because of 
its pale green, sharp and narrow leaves that can cut. Leading off the entrance hall is a much 
larger living room. The curtains are open and there’s a flame in the grate. For a moment he’s 
startled—maybe there’s someone here after all—but the fire’s almost out.  
Across the way, a part of the entrance hall and adjoining one wall, is a wide and 
ornate marble staircase curving up and out of sight. He pauses at the newel post, finally 
putting both feet flat on the ground. He’s been tip-toeing up until now. What to do? Risk 
going up where he could be trapped should they come home? Or leave quietly now? He raises 
his head and follows the curve of the ornate balustrade until he can no longer see it. It’s 
gloomy up there. Unlit. All the same, it’s as if it never was a decision. He knew all along he 
would go upstairs. It was only a matter of time. 
He mounts the stairs, treading with care and quietness, one hand on the balustrade. He 
has stuffed his gloves into his back pocket and the marble is cold to the touch. Beside him the 
staircase walls are empty. Unusual, he thinks. Most houses of this period style would be 
adorned with large portraits of the ancestors, or landscapes. McCubbin. Streeton.  
Upstairs, a number of rooms. Some have open doors, some do not. He peers around 
the corner of the first one. It’s dark—the curtains are drawn—but there’s enough light to 
establish it’s a man’s room. The bed is unmade, the carpet littered with cast-off jeans, tee-
shirts and boxer shorts, the wardrobe doors flung wide. He moves on. The second room’s an 
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almost exact replica of the first, indicating another male in residence, another room which 
surely belongs to one of the brothers. The third door along is closed. He hesitates before he 
puts his hand around the knob. He hesitates because it has a key in the lock. And while he’s 
standing, thinking, he smells it. Something not very pleasant. Something—he’s not sure how 
to describe it—something sickly? Decidedly foul, at any rate. Enough to make his nose 
twitch. On tiptoes again—the last thing he needs is a squeaky floorboard—he moves on. The 
fourth door is closed, but not locked. He turns the handle, enters, and halts.  
It’s a large room with long and narrow uncurtained windows that overlook the front 
garden. What stops him in his tracks is that the room is laid out like a hospital clinic. Two 
stretcher beds on wheels—gurneys—stand in the middle, with drip stands alongside them. On 
each side of each bed is a cupboard, also on wheels. The cupboard tops overflow with all 
things medical: Band-Aids, silver kidney trays, packets of cottonwool, syringes, needles, 
flattened plastic blood packs. Suspended from the ceiling, hanging over everything, is a set of 
six silver surgical lights. Apart from the gurneys and the medical equipment, there’s nothing 
else in the room. Nothing except a large painting on the ceiling, directly above the beds. He 
steps forwards and gazes up to get a better look. It’s an abstract work in pinks and pale 
greens. One of those paintings that staring at it long enough produces figures and shapes and 
objects out of the mist. It’s vaguely similar to something his dentist has: a TV screen affixed 
to the ceiling. Moving over to one cupboard, he realises there’s no carpet on the floor. The 
flooring is wooden boards. The carpeting has been removed. For obvious reasons of hygiene. 
Because alongside one bed, patches of red are evident. Clearly they’ve been scrubbed at some 
point, but blood stains. It’s a fact. Standing there in the room, he feels a sliver of ice go down 
his spine. He wants to get out. Now.  
In the passage, with the door firmly closed behind him, he feels less disturbed. He still 
wants to escape the house, but he hasn’t found what he’s looking for and he can’t go until he 
has.   
He gazes down the passage, there are still two doors to go before it rounds a corner, 
and glances at his watch. How long has he been here? It feels like a very long time, an age, 
but only half-an-hour has passed. He moves along to the next room, pushes at the door, but 
it’s a bathroom and there’s nothing special about it. There are towels on a rack, droplets of 
water on the glass shower door. He does notice that both the shower and the bath have rails of 
the kind the elderly use.   
The next room’s also closed. And in darkness. But he sees enough to know it’s a junk 
room of some kind. Suitcases, a wooden chest, a rolled up rug. He shuts the door. Around the 
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corner, two doors remain. Surely, one of them has to be hers?  
It’s the first room and stepping into it is like entering a whole other house. Filled with 
light, the curtains are open. The second thing he sees is a dark wooden rocking horse—a 
rocking horse!—standing on a pretty Oriental rug in the room’s centre. The bed, with a white 
headboard and white coverlet of embossed rose buds, is neatly made. The wooden cupboard 
doors are closed. The carpeted floor, a soft grey, is empty of clothes, of clutter. A bedside 
lamp with an embroidered shade of daisies, roses and bluebells, is on the bedside table. A 
large portrait of a woman occupies one wall. She’s wearing a high-necked Victorian-style 
dress of ivory with her fair hair pinned behind her head. Her mouth is slightly open, and her 
blue eyes gaze into the room as if she’s searching for something she’ll never find. It’s a sad 
painting. Haunting. He can’t look at it too long without feeling some disquiet. Moving to the 
window he finds it overlooks the back yard: the patio, the wooden stairs and in the distance 
the forest of pines. Standing quietly for a moment, remembering Cooper, he hears a door 
slam. The back door he left open. He pivots, makes eye contact with the rocking horse, 
experiencing an absurd moment in which he swears the horse rears and rolls its eyeballs in 
fright— 
Voices! Footsteps along the passage below. Hefty footsteps—one of the brothers.  
He steps softly across the room, and gently closes the door. As he found it. At the 
window, he undoes the latch and lifts the pane but before he can do anything the footsteps tell 
him he has no time. He lifts the bed’s counterpane, flattens himself to the floor, but the bed is 
too low. He’ll never get under it.  
He gaze darts around the room. The wardrobe. It will have to do. He pushes aside the 
woollen coats and the petticoated-dresses. Ducks his head. Steps up into the musty smell and 
the gloom, feeling grotesquely large. The door he pulls to with his fingertips.  
He tilts his head to the narrow crack of the opening. Accesses a thin sliver of sight. 
Hears the approach of the heavy tread of boots, the muttering. Sees upon the carpeted floor a 
leather glove. His glove! 
Oh, crap.  
It’s close to the bed, but still obvious. 
He holds his breath as a man enters the room and the back of his head blocks out the 
light. The hair is close-shaven. One of the brothers. Who seems to be considering 
something—the glove, perhaps? But it’s the window. He’s distracted by it being open. The 
brother detours around the horse, and he hears the sound of the window rattling down, the 
latch being fastened. Then silence. What is he doing? He’s seen the glove, surely! He has, 
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and it’s kicked to one side. Strange. A view of his face as he moves to exit the room. Lincoln. 
The measured tread down the passage. “Theo,” Lincoln calls. “Theo, I’m going to start 
setting up.”  
Faint with relief, he slides his back down the wood and sits flat on the wardrobe’s 
floor, knees to his chin. Considers his options. 
Half of him wants to leave now! The other half wants to wait for cover of darkness. 
The problem is darkness is a long time off. Six hours, maybe. And in that time he could be 
discovered. Whatever Lincoln means by “I’m going to start setting up” it could occupy him 
(and them) for some time. This is a good time to get out, then.  
He opens the wardrobe door before he thinks about what he’s doing. He stands on 
tiptoe for a moment, then goes straight to the window. Quickly and quietly unlatches it and 
lifts the wooden frame.  
He sticks his head out into the cold. A wide windowsill. A second, very much smaller 
windowsill is to the right, alongside the first, with exterior piping. It must be a second 
bathroom or maybe just a toilet. If he can step from one windowsill to the other without 
falling, he can use the piping running down, to reach the ground.  
He reaches for his gloves in his back pocket and remembers the glove near the bed. 
He turns, bends. Lincoln has kicked the glove under the bed. Why? He retrieves it and pulls 
the gloves on.   
He doesn’t stop to think about the rate at which his heart is beating. Or what he’s 
doing—the danger, the height, the fact the piping might be old and come away from the 
wall— he simply does it. He puts one foot onto the window and heaves himself up. He crawls 
out. Turns himself, his backside suspended in air. On his haunches, clutching the window 
frame, his left foot moves into space, floats, and lands on the sill. He releases the window 
frame, reaches for the pipe, removes his other foot and positions it on the pipe. The pipe 
creaks. Groans. Holds. He slides. Slithers. Catches one glove on a nail and rips it. His arm 
muscles cry out with the weight of his body. He whacks his chin against the metal, jarring his 
teeth in his head. He’s almost there, on the ground! But he releases the pipe too early and 
falls on his rear on the veranda. Crap, that hurts. Then he’s up, limping, ducking his head, and 
vaulting the steps. Staggering to the safety of the wall.   
Behind the wall he pushes his hands against his thighs and doubles over. He is 
gasping with adrenaline. His breath vaporises in the cold. Loops of drool dribble from his 
mouth. This time he might really throw up. But the moment passes. Eventually, holding onto 
the wall with one hand, he straightens and checks his watch. Noon or thereabouts. Slowly he 
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lurches back the way he came, shadowing the high plaster wall that leads him to Wandering 
Jew Track.  
* 
At the cottage he rummages in the bathroom cupboard for a plaster. There’s a variety of stuff 
left by some previous tenant. He rinses his finger under the tap, dries it, puts on the small 
rectangle of bandage. These little chores, subsequently filling the kettle, making a sandwich, 
distract him. He doesn’t want to think about what he’s seen, and yet he does. He sits down to 
eat his lunch, and his mind can’t get away from it.  
 Clearly someone in the house is sick. Requiring medical attention. Needing injections. 
Daily, perhaps. But if you needed daily injections, it would be common sense to have a 
cannula inserted. And there was that smell in the passage—that foul odour of something 
rotten. As far as he can tell the girl’s not sick. Or maybe she’s sick, and medication makes her 
appear outwardly well. But why do the boys treat her the way they do?  Why’s she kept a 
prisoner?  
 And what was in the locked room, that one that smelt?  
 Why did he hesitate to go in? 
 “Enough!” he cries out loud.  
 He leaves the table and does a round of the room, picking up all his dirty washing. 
The kitchen sink is bigger than the hand-basin in the bathroom so he runs water into it, and 
finds the box of Omo he brought from home. The inside-out socks that must be turned, the 
washing of his clothes, these mundane things keep his mind occupied. When he’s done he 
collects the clothes-horse from the back veranda and erects it in front of the fire, hanging up 
his tee-shirts, socks and jocks.  
 The afternoon passes with excruciating slowness. He can’t sit still. He goes out of the 
house to check on Cooper’s grave, and comes back in again. He picks up a magazine, reads 
one sentence, and hurls it down again. In desperation he opens his laptop. Somewhere he has 
a game, one of those silly war games that annoy the hell out of Helen. Call of Duty.  
 When he looks at his watch again, it’s after six. The fire has burnt itself out. He’s 
sitting in the dark. Rising from the table, he’s stiff with cold.  
 His dinner will be leftover curry and rice. He boils water for frozen peas—there’s still 
broccoli but he’d rather have peas. He loves peas. As a small child, he always left his peas 
until last, and then ate them with his fingers, one-by-one. Tonight is no different. He finishes 
his curry and rice and slowly consumes his peas. He calculates that he has been here for two 
weeks. Not even a month. He has another two months of the lease left, although nobody said 
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he had to remain for the entire three months. It’s up to him when he returns to Hobart, to the 
world, to reality; it’s always been up to him. He could go tomorrow if he wants, but he knows 
he won’t. Something about not leaving the dog. Technically the dog is dead, but he feels the 
dog’s spirit is with him. In this place. A shadow he can’t see or touch, but an awareness. He’s 
not alone.    
 
  
 
 
Seven 
 
His first thought when he wakes is of Cooper, and he props himself on one elbow and gazes 
at the empty, lumpy mattress. It’s still a shock to find the dog gone.  
He’s loath to get out of bed, but he dreads the brothers coming over to pay him a visit, 
courteous or otherwise, so he pulls on jeans and a jumper and runs a hand through his hair. 
Makes tea. Goes outside in bare feet to get wood for the fire, and spends some time coaxing it 
into life.  
Standing in the room, forcing down his cold tea, he looks vaguely around him. He has 
no idea what it is he should be doing, and why. How to occupy himself? What really is the 
point of anything?  
 It takes him little time to work out that whilst he doesn’t know what he should be 
doing, he knows what he shouldn’t. Mooning around the house. The empty house. The quiet 
house—as if Cooper ever made a lot of noise. He needs to get out. Walk.   
 His boots splash through the wet puddles as he strides. All around him water glistens. 
The birds are in full song and the sky is clear of clouds. Even the light is shimmering, washed 
clean like stainless steel. But he takes no real heed of any of this. He’s in a world of his own. 
A world in which his vision is opaque, his mind cloudy.  
 He feels more alone than he’s ever done in his life, although there’ve been some times 
when the loneliness was unbearable. The day he was evicted from the office being one such 
unforgettable time. Standing on the pavement outside the building he’d called Helen with 
shaking hands, but she’d been in class, teaching, and couldn’t answer, and he’d had to put the 
phone away, and pick up the box of things at his feet. Things. That’s all they were. That’s all 
he had to show for ten years of work, ten years of devotion to the company. Some of his 
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friends suggested he should sue for unfair dismissal, but he couldn’t bear to go through what 
had happened with a stranger, couldn’t bear to talk about it. Even with Helen. By the time she 
reached home he was in no mood to talk—he was drunk. Stupidly, he’d pulled a beer out of 
the fridge the moment he reached home—to calm himself—and then he couldn’t stop 
drinking. It seemed easier just to go on opening another, and another, than to think about 
what he was going to say to Helen, what he was going to do. With the rest of his life. And 
when she did reach home, he was rude to her. He’d wanted her to be there for him and she 
wasn’t—she couldn’t be—and he took it out on her.   
He treated her appallingly, and then expected her to be understanding, to give him 
another chance. And she did. She forgave him and granted him another chance, and he 
stuffed that one up, too. Couldn’t pull himself together. Couldn’t feel he had something to 
offer. Feel worthy. And all that time—two months before he admitted he had a problem—
Helen continued to bring in the money, to support him, to feed and nurture him. It wasn’t 
meant to be like that; he was meant to take care of her. That might be an old-fashioned view, 
but it was all he knew. And nobody said anything, that was the worst of it. If his father had 
been alive, he’d have said something, of that he was certain. But his mother and his sister, 
they indulged him, skirted the issue, pretended nothing was happening. Only Helen knew. 
Helen knew the extent of his desperation, the sweats he broke out into at night, and the bad 
dreams. Once, he cried, wept. Another time he went running and ran and ran until he 
collapsed. Some kind stranger found him sitting in a gutter and took him to hospital.   
 Hospital. The word jerks him back to the present, to the image of the scene he saw 
yesterday, the room he witnessed in Charon House. He’s been walking without purpose, his 
thoughts in the past: another world. Walked right past the big house, actually. He glances 
back down the muddy track, but nothing is familiar. Looking ahead he spies the signpost 
amongst the greenery. He may as well keep climbing, although he is not prepared. He has 
nothing with him—no torch, no binoculars, no food—and he remembers that he hasn’t had 
breakfast. Only that cold cup of tea. The idea of returning to the cottage simply to eat seems 
tedious. What kind of man is he that he can’t last more than a few hours without food? He 
glances at his watch. There’s plenty of time to go all the way to Angels Playground, as he’d 
intended to yesterday before he was distracted. What else is there for him to do?  
 He reaches the summit and doesn’t pause for breath. There’s no point; he doesn’t 
have the binoculars. Down the overgrown path he goes. It feels like he’s been away from 
Angels Playground for months, whereas in actual fact he was here a couple of days ago, but it 
makes him wonder whether the swing will still be there, and why he thinks anything might 
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have changed. He realises his mood has altered. He’s excited about returning. Excited? Yes. 
How else to explain the sense of urgency? What the hell is going on in his head? He wishes 
he knew. All he knows is the mucky path, which he’s running along, brushing aside the wet 
greenery, and working up a sweat.  
 He bursts out into the open field, but it’s empty. Empty of everything except the 
extensive swathe of grass and the rusted swing. There’s nobody here. Who was he expecting 
exactly? He perches on the swing to get his breath. Pulls his jumper over his head and turfs it 
to the ground. And then leans back and pushes himself off. Slowly he gathers speed. Soon he 
is soaring in the air, his legs tucked beneath him, then stretched out before him. The breeze in 
his face. He feels liberated. Giddy with recklessness. Like being high. Ha ha, he thinks. He 
closes his eyes and relaxes and the swing carries him back and forth, back and forth, back and 
forth, and he knows that more than anything he wants to bring Helen here. He wants to share 
this playground with her, to push her on the swing. He wants to be on the receiving end of her 
delight. But that’s not possible. There’s no way she would come. With Cooper gone, there’s 
no drawcard. He simply isn’t enough for her. And so he thinks of the next best thing. Imogen. 
That girl-child. She would be thrilled.   
 Gradually, the pendulum motion winds down, and comes to a stop. And he sits with 
his hands grasping rope, his boots dragging in the hollowed-out earth beneath them.  
 He’ll paint the swing, that’s what he’ll do. He’ll paint the swing. Then he’ll bring her. 
 He doesn’t consider how he’ll bring her, his head is too full of ideas—he needs 
sanding paper to get rid of the rust. He needs a paintbrush and paint. What colour? Something 
bright and happy. Red? Definitely red. He could replace the rope, too. Make it safe. There’s a 
danger of the old and fraying rope snapping.  
 Charged with new found energy he hops off the swing, scoops up his jumper, and 
heads for the path back home. A hardware store is what he needs. He hopes there’s one in the 
village.  
* 
The hardware store is on the outskirts of the village, on the far side. A large and old 
converted barn behind a wooden fence, it has bales of hay out the front for livestock, hessian 
bags bulging with firewood stacked inside the big doors, and a table displaying pots of 
pansies. He sees rows upon rows of drill bits arranged in ascending order of size. On one 
wall, locks and latches gleam dully in the light. There are tubes of glue. Pots of putty on 
racks. Brightly-coloured plastic buckets hanging from the ceiling. The wooden edge of a 
barbeque juts painfully into his hip as he squeezes past. Turning down an aisle, he almost 
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bumps into a man lugging a bag of cement and a spade, and they slip by one another 
wordlessly with downcast eyes, as if they are in church. The feeling of reverence in a 
hardware store is tangible. 
He stands for a long time and looks at paint. It’s a mystery to him. He’s not a man 
who’s at home with a hammer and nails, and there are some things in life he doesn’t trust and 
paint is one of them, but that’s what he’s here for after all. Never mind the cordless drills and 
battery-driven screwdrivers. When did all these gadgets appear on the market, anyway, and 
why doesn’t he know about them?  
A sales assistant who looks as if he should be employed heaving sides of pork in an 
abattoir hands him a shiny leaflet. “Colours, mate.” He opens it up. Ironstone Cloud, Thelma 
Bay, Candy-floss. He could be reading a poem. 
All he wants is red paint. Why do there have to be six shades of it?   
            He chooses something called Red Roof. He waits and watches while the big man adds 
the pigment and the tin is jammed into a vice and churned for some time and with some 
violence, and he begins to understand paint a little.  
 “Brushes?” the big man asks. 
 “Yes, please. And sandpaper.” 
 “What you painting?” 
 “A swing set.” 
 “Ah. You’ll need a steel brush, then, to get at the difficult bits. And a dusting brush … 
and anti-rust paint, and a primer.” 
 It seems a lot of equipment for just a swing set, but he nods. “And ropes, to replace 
what’s there.” 
 “Okay, we’ll get that in a jiffy.” The big man picks out a brush from a display stand 
and holds it out to him. “Fussy about your brush? You want natural hair or synthetic?” 
 He shrugs. “Whatever you recommend.” 
 Carrying his purchases out to his car he passes a bearded guy in gumboots and a red-
checked flannel shirt, who smiles at him. What’s funny, he wonders? And then he thinks, 
maybe he’s just being friendly.   
He reaches home and brings the tins, the brushes and the ropes inside the house. And 
misses the dog all over again. Cooper would’ve welcomed him as if he’d been gone for 
days—sniffed around him, put his paws up on the table to investigate and been reprimanded. 
He hurriedly collects old newspapers, a thin dry stick for stirring from the woodshed, a 
screwdriver for easing off the lid, amassing these things on the table.   
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When he has packed his rucksack his gaze darts around the room. What else?  
He hurries because there isn’t a lot of light left. It’s already nearly two. By the time he 
gets back to the swing it’ll be after three, and he checks to make sure he’s got the torch.  
* 
Sanding the rust is a task he must put his back into, and soon he has to strip off his jumper. 
The day is sunny, but cool. When he pauses for a break his hands, the hairs on his arms, and 
the rolled-up sleeves of his khaki shirt, are freckled with orange. Paint-pox. That’s what he 
has. Paint-pox. A childhood disease.  
 He gets out the paint brush. The label says it’s made from camel hair with the density 
of a thousand hairs per square inch. He runs the top of his hand over its bristles and it feels 
good. The anti-rust guard is made by a company called White Knight, the irony of which is 
not lost on him. It’s bland and milky and he sloshes it on the metal struts in the dying light, 
and when he’s finished he decides to leave everything here. He finds a place under a bush, 
which is more or less sheltered, and after he’s cleaned the brush in the dark he piles up the 
tins, wraps the sandpaper and brushes in a used plastic bag, and places them on top of the 
tins.  
* 
He sets his alarm for the morning, not wanting to lose a glimmer of the day’s light, and wakes 
when it’s still dark. By the time he’s dressed and stuffed a piece of toast and vegemite into 
his mouth, first light is making its way into the cottage. When he locks the door behind him, 
and hangs the key on its string around his neck, he looks out to see another beautiful day. 
Cold, but clear. He glances down, but there’s no dog at his feet, and yet he could’ve sworn he 
felt Cooper’s presence, the swish of his tail, his agitation. The way his nails clicked restlessly 
on the floor. C’mon, what are you waiting for? And the pain of the dog’s absence settles on 
his shoulders once more, like a cloak he cannot cast off.  
* 
He unfolds old newspaper out onto the grass alongside the swing, and using a screwdriver for 
leverage removes the lid of the paint tin. He peers into its depths. The Red Roof is rich and 
heavy.  Using a thin dry stick he gives it a stir and it’s the texture of thick custard, 
surprisingly resistant but also smooth and slick.  
He pours off a quantity into a well-washed dog food can and replaces the lid, pressing 
it down with a firm hand and giving it a whack of satisfaction with the screwdriver’s handle, 
and then he picks up the brush and dips it into the paint.  
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He loses track of time, working until he has painted every last centimetre, and only 
then putting down his brush and standing back. It looks so different. Wonderful, bright and 
vibrant. Happy. He wipes his hands of any paint, and starts the task of dismantling the fraying 
ropes. It’s harder than it looks and his fingers soon ache from the effort, his skin rubbed to 
rawness. The new ropes are specially made for swings, which makes them easier to put up. 
Doing this also helps to pass the time until the first coat of paint dries and he can apply a 
second coat.  But the paint is still tacky to the touch, and he finds a place on the grass that 
isn’t too soggy, and lies down to watch the sky, washed-out denim blue, adorned with scraps 
of lambs’ tails, constantly shifting and evolving. His mind drifts from one thing to another … 
Helen … Cooper … the child, Imogen … When last did he do nothing in this way? … 
Charon House … and back to Helen.  
What disturbs his meandering thoughts is the sound of fluttering wings. A bird has 
alighted somewhere near his head. He’s half-asleep now, drowsy, but he raises his head, 
props himself on his elbows, and looks around. He has heard that sound before.  
The first thing he sees is the swing gently moving, as if someone’s been on it, set it in 
motion, and hopped off. Like it was on the first day he saw it, from atop the mountain, gently 
swinging … gently swinging … swinging …  
He gazes around. There’s nobody here but him. No breeze, nothing that might disturb 
the swing. Is he asleep? Dreaming? He looks down at his right forearm and its fair hairs 
flecked by paint-pox, and reaches out and pulls. Ouch!  
Rising to his feet, he walks towards the swing. It’s gradually coming to a standstill, 
and he finds on its seat a single white feather. Picking it up, he turns it over between his 
fingers. It’s large, dirty and bedraggled. To what bird could it possibly belong? A stork? Here 
in this neck of the woods? This is not stork country.  
Thoughts of sleep are now forgotten. He gives the swing another coat of red paint and 
ponders how he’ll get the girl here. Imogen. And for some reason he thinks about what her 
name spells back to front. Negomi. Negomi. How strange. It sounds like hocus pocus. 
Certainly witchy. His own name is dead boring spelt backwards, as is Helen’s. But Negomi 
has promise—as if anything could happen, anything is possible …  
 
 
*** 
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literature review  
 
A number of Australian Gothic texts, for example, Kenneth Cook’s Wake in Fright (1961), 
Joan Lindsay’s Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967), and Andrew McGahan’s 1988 (1995), focus 
on the outback causing madness, its isolation and barrenness being a catalyst for 
derangement. According to Kathleen Steele (2010), Picnic at Hanging Rock illustrates that 
“Lindsay provokes a reflection on the understanding of Australia as an unpeopled land where 
nothing of consequence occurred until the British gave it a history.” The newly arrived 
settlers did not understand the history of their adopted country, nor did they desire to. They 
were not interested. Its history was not their history; its history was intangible. Unfathomable. 
Joan Lindsay (1967) writes: 
 The shadow of the Rock has grown darker and longer. 
 They sit rooted to the ground and cannot move. The  
 dreadful shape is a living monster lumbering towards 
 them across the plain, scattering rocks and boulders. 
 So near now, they can see the cracks and hollows 
 where the lost girls lie rotting in a filthy cave.  
Kathleen Steele (2010) emphasises the role of the imagination. She writes: 
The idea of Europeans as the providers of history to the  
blank canvas of the Australian continent is undermined  
in Picnic at Hanging Rock. Ordered ‘civilisation’ cannot  
overcome the gothic landscapes of settler imaginations:  
landscapes where time and people disappear. 
 
The key works of fiction used for the development of my creative piece, and my 
understanding of how Australian writers have written the Gothic, are: 
Louis Nowra’s Into That Forest (2012). Nowra’s novel, set in the wilds of Tasmania, leads 
the reader—by the very title of the work—to believe that the landscape will be responsible 
for the protagonist’s distress whereas it is a house, a small settlers’ cottage where the 
protagonist is taken by her captors, that causes trauma. Nowra approaches the Gothic through 
a missing child and the (Gothic) landscape of Tasmania. These two tropes are well-known 
and used in Australian Gothic Fiction. However, Nowra subverts them. He illustrates that far 
from the landscape causing distress in the child, it serves as a place of comfort and protection, 
and a refuge for Hannah.  
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The house, normally a place of safety for any child, becomes a domestic space of horror and 
anguish. Nowra goes further still, exacerbating this by depicting males only in the house or in 
the near vicinity. The usual mother-figure is not to be found; instead, the closest female is a 
Tasmanian tiger (p. 10):  
 It’s like a wolf, I heard me mother say and indeed it looked 
like those wolves I seen in me fairytale books. It stared at us 
with huge black eyes, then it opened its jaw real slow til I  
thought it could swallow a baby. I’ll go bail if it were not  
the most bonny, handsomest thing I ever seen. 
 
Hannah’s admiration and love of the tiger makes it unsurprising that she is unable to adjust to 
civilisation, and returns to this mother-figure in the wilds for nurturing. 
Jessie Cole’s coming-of-age novel Deeper Water (2014), approaches the Gothic through a 
young country girl dwelling in the northern reaches of New South Wales, who is sexually 
awakened by the coming of a stranger. The narrative not only demonstrates a strong bond 
between the protagonist and the landscape she loves, a bond which she is keen to share with 
the stranger, but displays tension between the landscape and the built environment, and 
between the protagonist and the environment. Although tempted by the stranger’s city life 
and city ways, Mema comes to realise that the landscape signifies different things to different 
people, and that her place is on the land where she is most effective at conservation of the 
environment.  
The Burial by Courtney Collins (2012) is a fictionalised account of the life of Jesse Hickman, 
who was a bushranger in Australia in the early 1900s. The Gothic is amply illustrated through 
use of the landscape and built environment in Hickman’s murder of her husband, the death of 
her infant, and her flight from the law. Collins’ novel is significant because it approaches the 
Gothic through the protagonist’s relationship with the landscape, a space she feels most at 
ease in, whereas her discomfort at being domesticated and housed under a roof, all too clearly 
cause her distress. This development is atypical of a female character in Gothic Fiction; 
Collins has subverted the trope to suit her narrative. Of interest specifically is the way the 
house causes unease, becoming a space of alienation and violence rather than domesticity.  
I examined non-fiction works on the Gothic during my research, most notably Gerry Turcotte 
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and Ken Gelder, whose work was invaluable. Turcotte and Gelder are recognised authorities 
on Australian Gothic Literature, and I investigated both “Australian Gothic” and 
“Postcolonial Gothic” in The Handbook to Gothic Literature (1998), for what they revealed 
about the house. Andrew Ng’s “The Wider Shores of Gothic” in Meanjin (2007) was useful 
for discourse on the threatening nature of the Australian landscape in fiction, notably Patrick 
White’s Voss (1957). Kathleen Steele (2010) contributed more with “Fear and Loathing in the 
Australian Bush: Gothic Landscapes in Bush Studies and Picnic at Hanging Rock” by 
discussion of how settlers arrived in Australia with no idea of its history, no appreciation of 
what had gone before, and tried to mould their adopted country to suit their needs, rather than 
adapting to the land. Gerry Turcotte provided still further background with “Ghosts of the 
Great South Land” (2007), as did Gilbert and Gubar (1980) in “The madwoman in the attic: 
The woman writer and the nineteenth-century imagination.” Pertinent to my creative piece 
was Davidson’s “Tasmanian gothic” in Meanjin (1989), in which the author discusses why 
“Tasmania has always seemed ‘different’ from the Mainland” (p. 307). Tasmania, with its 
woods, green craggy peaks and lakes, its cold and wet winters, is more traditionally Gothic, 
than mainland Australia. Davidson compares Tasmania to “a discardable doormat to all the 
action on the Mainland” (p. 308). If Tasmania is the doormat, then the mainland must be a 
house; clearly of relevance to my project. Furthermore, Davidson writes of “the view of 
Tasmania as our very own little gothic repository” (p. 310), bestowing a relevance to and 
importance on Gothic fiction set on the isle, which is of significance to my creative piece, 
Charon House, set in the wilds of this little gothic repository. Furthermore, Tasmania’s 
clearly European Gothic feel grants the writer licence to pen Gothic fiction utilising the 
traditional tropes, particularly the house, rather than being bound by claustrophobic bush and 
hot, barren landscape. Writers who have depicted the wilderness of Tasmania to disquieting 
Gothic effect include Richard Flanagan in Death of a River Guide (1994), Julia Leigh in The 
Hunter (1999), and Rohan Wilson in The Roving Party (2011). Flanagan, Leigh and Wilson 
all exploit the haunting, spiritual quality of the Tasmanian landscape which was so unsettling 
to early settlers.     
Background reading was of no less significance to my research. Barbara Baynton’s short 
stories “A Dreamer” and “The Chosen Vessel” (1902) became texts of primary importance. 
The latter concerns a woman who, in order to protect herself against a visiting swagman with 
devious intentions, turns her small farmhouse into a prison, a dungeon, by locking the doors 
and bolting the windows. However, imprisonment and an inexplicable fear of the unknown  
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traumatises her to such an extent that she escapes into the bush with her infant. There she is 
murdered, illustrating that both structure and outback are cause for distress. Baynton’s work 
(1902, n.p.) depicts the house as a place of terror rather than sanctuary: 
The moon’s rays shone on the front of the house, and she 
saw one of the open cracks, quite close to where she lay,  
darken with a shadow … Still watching, she saw the  
shadow darken every crack along the wall. 
Baynton’s narrative was vital because it recognized that structure, character and landscape 
cannot be separated.  
Other background reading included Sleeping Dogs (1995) by Sonya Hartnett, The White 
Earth (2004) by Andrew McGahan, and The Engagement (2012) by Chloe Hooper. In all of 
these works the house and/or dwelling plays a central role, a secondary character if you like, 
and is portrayed in haunting terms. In addition, in all of these works one or other character is 
either on the brink of insanity or mad. However, of importance is the fact that the outback, 
too, plays a role in all of these novels, and they were therefore examined to determine 
whether it was the house, or the outback, or a combination of the two, that caused 
derangement in the characters.   
Sonya Hartnett, author of Sleeping Dogs (1995), has made a name for herself as a writer of 
Young Adult Fiction, but she has also written contemporary adult books in the genre of the 
Gothic, namely Of a Boy (2002).  Sleeping Dogs (1995) is of double import since it explores 
the Gothic genre through the medium of a Young Adult novel. Set in country Victoria, it 
concerns a dysfunctional family where the mother is on the brink of madness and the father 
rules by force and abuse. One of the children has a talent for art, and when a stranger arrives 
in their midst and takes an interest in his aptitude a chain of events is set in motion, resulting 
in the murder of a child. The dilapidated farmhouse in which most of the disturbing scenarios 
take place is described thus (p. 31):  
The windowsill is cluttered with bottles of kerosene and 
rusty lidless tins and jars of machine oil. The windows are 
hemmed with curtains that are frail and cobwebbed to their 
rungs. The ceiling is fibro and has rotted and fallen down 
completely at the far end, showering the floor with grit. 
It is no surprise that as the novel draws to a close, disturbing events take place. The surprise 
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is that—for a Young Adult novel—the events are so catastrophically dark and evil. Hartnett 
reveals it is not only the world of adults that is inhabited by fear and violence. 
The White Earth (2004) by Andrew McGahan is set in a haunting, derelict and once-great 
homestead in rural Queensland. It is not only a coming-of-age story but a narrative filled with 
foreboding, disappointments, and trauma in the protagonist, a nine-year old boy named 
William. The thread of Native Title Legislation, which was being passed in parliament at the 
time and would affect the homestead and property, plus William’s worsening and persistent 
ear infection, run through the story. Told through his viewpoint, his mother is in a constant 
state of sickliness. His only other companions are the dour housekeeper (in the style of Mrs 
Danvers from Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938)), and his eccentric uncle. An excerpt 
describes the state of the house (p. 64):  
William had to pick his way amidst tattered furniture, leaning 
cupboards, mouldering boxes of clothes and decaying heaps of 
newspapers. Everything seemed shabby and cheap. The walls 
were thin fibro, stained with age and punctured with gaping holes … 
In the tradition of great classic Gothic novels, The White Earth draws to a close with the 
homestead being engulfed by flames, a purging if you like. Subsequent to this, William, now 
orphaned, can begin to heal, both spiritually and physically, and move forward. What 
becomes of the land and the burned-out house is open to interpretation—a reference again to 
the shifting, changing nature of the Gothic. 
 
Chloe Hooper’s The Engagement (2012) is a tale of warped, erotic lust. Set in a grand 
decaying mansion in country Victoria, it explores a modern day sexual relationship based on 
fantasies and debts, which becomes a psychological game of sorts for both the female and 
male players. Much of the distressing action takes place inside the dwelling, but large parts of 
the narrative, including an unsettling description of a cow in difficult and prolonged labour, 
are set in the surrounding outback. “… strangely angled farmland. Paddock fences leaned 
askew, sheep clung to slanted grass (like everything was unstable and tilting).” (p. 6). By the 
close of the novel it is unclear which character is the more traumatised, whether they have 
both become of unsound mind and, more importantly, whether the disquieting atmosphere of 
the grand decaying mansion—the house—is to blame. It is worth noting that the female 
protagonist is locked into her room at night, thereby creating a prison out of the structure. 
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While the characters and plots of the three texts above are all vastly different, they all depict 
houses that are, in the words of Botting (1996, p. 2) “alienating and full of menace”. In 
“Gothic” (1996, p. 3) Botting writes:  
Architecture … signalled the spatial and temporal separation 
of the past and its values from the present … it became the  
site where fears and anxieties returned in the present.  
 
In these texts, the house together with the landscape act as agents for derangement. However, 
in all three the house and landscape are subverted to suit Australia’s climate and setting. 
Gerry Turcotte in The Handbook to Gothic Literature (1998, p. 19) writes: “The history of 
the Gothic in Australia is the story of change and adaptation”. Moreover, he notes (p. 19): 
“What is most exhilarating about the Gothic mode … [is that] it has been at its most exciting 
when least obeyed”. Here, in Hooper’s The Engagement (2012) this latter is amply illustrated 
by a female’s unease within a domestic environment, and by having an alpha-male equally at 
risk of derangement.   
Hartnett (1995), McGahan (2004) and Hooper (2012) are not known for writing Gothic 
fiction. My research reveals, however, that all three texts can be classified as Gothic, utilising 
Gothic tropes, including the house as a place of alienation, violence and wildness, and the 
isolated landscape as unsettling and forbidding.   
To conclude, my research into these Australian Gothic works illustrates that a solid 
relationship and a definite tension exist between the landscape, the house and the 
protagonists. The three cannot be isolated as acting independently of one another. In Nowra’s 
Into That Forest (2012), Collins’ The Burial (2012) and Cole’s Deeper Water (2014), the 
house alone acts as an agent of disquiet and unease, while in Baynton’s Chosen Vessel 
(1902), Hartnett’s Sleeping Dogs (1995), and McGahan’s The White Earth (2004) 
derangement in the protagonists is caused by both the house and the landscape. The two 
cannot be separated or individually held responsible for trauma within the protagonists.  
The following section will provide detailed analysis of how the landscape and built structures 
work together or alone in the abovementioned texts.  
  
 78 
 
analysis 
 
Set in Tasmania, Louis Nowra’s Into That Forest (2012) is the story of two little girls, 
Hannah and Becky, who are out on a picnic with Hannah’s parents and become lost in a wild 
storm. They are taken in by a Tasmanian tigress and her mate, finding refuge and comfort in 
the wild for some months, and by degrees begin to ape their new mother and father, and 
exhibit animal-like behaviour. However, Becky’s father discovers them and attempts to 
return them to civilisation, but the minute they are placed into a house they become 
traumatised and have to be restrained in strait-jackets by their captors (p. 93): 
The two men carted us outside where they had made a strange 
contraption. There were two, made of leather and tied by a rope 
to a pepper-tree branch. They put us into a contraption each. It  
were like a straitjacket that kept us hanging upright, our toes just 
touching the earth. 
The structure—the house—becomes an alien place that causes the two little girls great 
distress, bringing back too many memories of a past that conflicts with their current situation 
(p. 40): “There wasn’t a time when I realised I were becoming like a tiger, I guess it just 
happened.” They walk using their hands and feet. Their senses, now finely attuned like the 
wild animals that have befriended them, can sniff traces of their families. They want raw 
meat for food. They cannot abide wearing clothes. In any event, the two little girls are 
completely traumatised by their return to civilisation (p. 93): “We were trapped. It were like 
being in a prison. We howled and growled.” Into That Forest reveals an ugly tension between 
the protagonist, Hannah, and the house, but the bond between her and the landscape is one of 
beauty and naturalness (p. 42):  
 It were now summer, bright and hot, filled with so much 
lightning that trees burst into flames and burned for days. 
I loved going out hunting during these warm nights. 
This description suggests that Hannah is in love with the landscape and has become attuned 
to its moods and seasons. She is as comfortable in the wilderness as a child in a loving 
suburban home. By contrast, Chloe Hooper’s protagonist in The Engagement (2012, p. 81) 
finds, as previously discussed, the landscape disquieting: “Nature might be a wonderful thing, 
but if you’re not used to it, it’s a series of creeping shocks ... and I kept brushing a crawling 
sensation off my shoulder.”  Ken Gelder (2007, p. 116) in “Australian Gothic”, The 
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Routledge Companion to Gothic writes of colonial explorers in Australia, who “could find 
themselves caught somewhere between the acknowledgement of harsh bush realities and 
flights of fancy.” The reference is all the more relevant since Hooper’s protagonist is a visitor 
to Australia, an English woman.  
Into That Forest (2012) was vital to my research since it depicts a female character deeply in 
tune with, and adjusted to, nature and landscape. This female character is at home in this 
environment and wants for nothing, neither motherly love nor parental guidance. Nowra’s 
novel is important on a number of levels. He shows that female characters can find a home 
outside the domestic space allocated to them. In fact, it is the placing of Hannah back into a 
human-built structure that causes an outbreak of trauma. She is driven to the edge of madness 
by a human-built structure, illustrating the disquieting effect the house has upon the 
protagonist. This goes against many previous texts such as Picnic at Hanging Rock (Lindsay, 
J. 1967) and the short story “The Dreamer” (Banyton, B. 1902). Nowra pushes Peter Pierce’s 
(1999) notion of the lost child in a new direction. One where the female child is lost not in the 
bush but in the home. His novel demonstrates the complexities of place in Australian Gothic 
texts. 
 
Set in the lush hinterland of Northern New South Wales, Jessie Cole’s coming-of-age story 
Deeper Water (2014) is an evocation of the relationship between the protagonist, Mema, and 
the landscape. Mema is a young and naïve girl living with her mother on a rural property, 
when the arrival of an older man—caught in the floods—brings her to a sexual awakening. 
This is the narrative’s premise, but I would argue that Mema has already been sexually 
awakened by her love of the land, and nature. She spends an inordinate amount of time 
outdoors, swimming naked in the creek, and wandering the nearby hills (p. 33): 
 I’d rather talk to animals than people. Chat with Old Dog, 
Muck around with the crazy cat … Make friends with the 
magpies and whip birds … Sit with my legs dangling in the 
creek and let the guppies nip at my toes … Our house is up 
on a hill and the paddocks curve gently downwards to the  
closest creek … Sometimes the view gets lost in clouds, or 
mist, or simply the rain, but when it’s clear, it’s magic. 
 
This description demonstrates that it is the landscape and not any man who arouses desire in 
the protagonist, that the landscape is the catalyst for sexual awakening, and that the man 
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fulfils the awakened desire.  
Deeper Water depicts “the shack” (p. 237) in the narrative as a disturbing space. Mema is 
distressed the minute she enters the shack with her would-be lover, Billy. She relates, 
Once we’d entered the shack I knew things would go  
wrong … All the humming in my veins—the deep heat 
that I couldn’t stop rising inside me while we walked— 
was dissipating in this place. 
 
Then a few lines later, “‘You’re scared of me,’ he [Billy] said, out of nowhere … ‘Nothing’s 
even happened.’” The shack with its “broken windows and sagging floors” is having an effect 
on both of them. The two lovers finally consummate their relationship outdoors, emphasising 
the special and natural bond Mema has with the landscape. In Deeper Water, the landscape, 
this hinterland of tangled undergrowth, these spaces—far from being areas of trauma—are 
where the protagonist feels most at home, comfortable and in tune with nature, while it is the 
human-built structures that cause discomfort and pain. A number of unpleasant events take 
place within the confines of structures. Mema’s nephew, Rory, bites her (p. 320), causing her 
physical pain, resulting in friction within the family; and Mema’s love-interest, Hamish, tells 
her that he’s not interested in a relationship with her in a tearoom in the town (p. 159): “This 
moment would never come again. I wondered how to hold onto it, to stretch it to its limits … 
and I knew that it was over. It was already gone.” 
Deeper Water was a narrative that again allowed me to establish a connection and a cause-
and-effect outcome between the structures, the landscape, and the protagonist. It was also a 
narrative where the female protagonist was positively affected by the landscape, while 
human-built structures had a negative effect. Additionally, the work differs from Into That 
Forest because it depicts the bond the protagonist has with the landscape through an 
environmental lens, playing on the sometimes destructive impact humans have upon the 
landscape, upon creek systems, forests and waterways. Cole’s text is of relevance because not 
only does it reflect upon the landscape and the female protagonist’s positive relationship with 
it, but it utilises a topical angle: it draws attention to current environmental issues—atypical 
of postcolonial work. Cole’s female character is totally at ease and confident within the 
landscape unlike, for instance, Banyton’s protagonist in “The Chosen Vessel” (1902).  
 
Based on a true story The Burial by Courtney Collins (2012) is a fictionalised account of 
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Jessie Hickman, a female bushranger and cattle-rustler in Australia in the early 1900s, who 
was blackmailed into marrying a thug of a husband. The Burial tells of his murder at her 
hands, the death and burial of her infant, and her flight from the law. This narrative is of 
significance because, like the two novels above, it demonstrates the protagonist’s easy and 
loving relationship with the landscape. From early on it is clear that Jessie is totally contented 
in the bush, and comfortable with the life of a fugitive and living on the land. It is when she is 
under a roof that she becomes distressed.  On page 58 the house is described thus:  
The house, too, looked like a sick thing with 
its cowering head. Around its smashed win- 
dows and open door was charred and the  
residue of flames spiralled out to its edges.  
Later, after she has been ill, Jesse spends time recovering at the house of an old woman and 
man (p. 77): 
The small, windowless room reminded her  
very much of prison and she wondered if she 
would always feel that every room, regard- 
less of how small or bare or not, was design- 
ed to punish her.  
Near the close of the narrative (p. 281), Jessie is given a bed in the house of a local Madam. 
“A room like this was so foreign to her. That night she did not sleep.” She lies on the bed and 
stares up at the ceiling and hallucinates, envisioning her childhood friend falling from a 
highwire. There’s something about being in a house that she finds deeply unsettling. By 
comparison, when she is outdoors, riding in the bush, whether it is night or day, she is happy 
(p. 165): 
… she could always find within it the South- 
ern Cross and below it the first bright star,  
and she knew that south lay halfway between 
the foot of the Cross and the bright star, or  
the distance of her hands outstretched. 
  
This text was especially important to my research as it depicts a female feeling uneasy in a 
domestic space and seeking out the outer space—as the protagonist in my creative piece 
Charon House does. Collins’s novel is of significance because it goes against common 
convention. It features a female protagonist who is not only confident and secure within the 
landscape, but independent, leading a man’s life, totally capable of fending for herself, and of 
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making a domestic space out of the land. This is remarkable because it is rare for a woman in 
Gothic Literature to prefer living in the wild to being confined by four walls, and it is 
uncommon for a female character to willingly choose a solitary life, and forgo motherhood.  
A common thread connects the three texts discussed so far: all feature confident, independent 
female protagonists at home in the bush/landscape; all are adversely affected by structure. 
While research has tended to have the female character feeling isolated and scared in the 
outdoor environment, these novels suggest otherwise. Sandra M Gilbert and Susan Gubar 
(1980, n.p.) in The madwoman in the attic: The woman writer and the nineteenth-century 
imagination write:  
 the artists we studied were literally and figuratively 
 confined. Enclosed in the architecture of an over- 
 whelmingly male-dominated society, these literary  
 women were also, inevitably, trapped in the specifically 
 literary constructs of what Gertrude Stein was to call 
 "patriarchal poetry." For not only did a nineteenth- 
 century woman writer have to inhabit ancestral  
 mansions (or cottages) owned and built by men … 
 
In these postcolonial texts, the female characters on the landscape are not trapped by “the 
architecture of an overwhelmingly male-dominated society” (Gilbert and Gubar. 1980). They 
feel at home in the outdoors, they are independent, and they create domestic spaces out of the 
land. It is the built structures that cause fear, derangement and trauma. These structures have 
a negative and disquieting effect on the protagonists, causing varying forms of trauma, and 
unhappiness, aligning with my research question. It was this unease that I built upon in my 
story. However, unlike Nowra, Cole and Collins, I placed a male character into the domestic 
space. This challenge to convention was not only subversion of the traditional female role in 
Gothic Literature, but also employed to gauge the effect of the house upon a male, the latter 
being something that has not been researched in Australian Gothic Literature Studies.  
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reflective  
 
Since this is practice-led research, my own work-in-progress was no less crucial to the 
research. Charon House concerns a man on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He has lost his 
job, his marriage has disintegrated, and he has isolated himself in a remote cottage for 
therapeutic purposes. Almost immediately he is confronted with weird neighbours and 
goings-on at the house up the road and, in order to recover his sense of himself both mentally 
and physically, he must face the challenges forced upon him by the neighbours’ antics.  
When I began Charon House I spent some time contemplating Harris’s (2015) elements of 
the Gothic genre, constantly querying how my narrative could successfully reflect the Gothic 
traits, and yet bring new and subversive tropes to the genre. I considered four elements in 
particular to be of prime importance:  
 character choice 
 plot choice – utilising the house or the landscape 
 location / setting / place 
 atmosphere 
Selecting a man for my protagonist, instead of the more common “lonely, pensive, and 
oppressed heroine” (Harris, 2015), gave me an opportunity to explore the effects and 
influences of the built structures upon a male, rather than a female, together with his reaction 
to being confined within a domestic space, and whether he suffered trauma/disquiet from the 
structures. In addition, this choice allowed me to investigate how the landscape affected that 
male figure. What I found was that the male character was disturbed by both house and 
landscape, although the latter to a much lesser degree. Furthermore, the male exhibited signs 
of domestication—cooking, washing-up, doing laundry—within his cottage, and displayed an 
adverse reaction to confinement by four walls. Nearly all the time, he wanted to escape and 
ramble, exploring his surroundings. The landscape’s effect on him was one more of curiosity, 
rather than disquiet. However, in the passage where the protagonist comes across the statue 
and the swing-set in Angels Playground, he is clearly affected by this discovery, and not only 
that but by the possibility that someone or something had been using the swing set. It is 
interesting that these objects of disquiet—statue and swing—are both human-built, like the 
structures. The effect of Charon House upon the male protagonist, however, is 
straightforward and clear, and there is no doubt he finds it unsettling and disturbing. Finally, I 
 84 
 
elected to keep the male protagonist nameless, enforcing the idea that he has been robbed of 
his identity.   
I exploited a house, rather than the outback, to illustrate derangement in the protagonist, 
because I not only desired to do something different but was keen to see whether human-built 
structures did, in fact, affect the literary characters. Employing the Gothic to full advantage, I 
portrayed the house, the dwelling of my protagonist’s strange neighbours, in haunting and 
striking terms, although I did not at any point regard my narrative as a ghost or a horror story. 
The Horror genre, as I have said before, is literature that evokes the emotions of fear, dread 
and terror in the reader, while the Gothic is a mix of elements, including but not limited to 
horror, romance, and the supernatural. Here, a description of the house:  
 But as he rounds the bend he sees a forbidding high brick 
wall, the plaster crumbling in places like moth-eaten parch- 
ment. Hefty iron gates, decorated with fretwork, are set into 
into massive pillars. He pauses in front of the gates. A long 
driveway edged by huge camphor laurels, creepers and  
brambles—a veritable jungle. Some way back a red-tiled  
and chimneyed-roof protrudes amongst the greenery,  
catching the sun. The set-up is ancient, like something out  
of a Brontë novel ... Charon House, it says. Charon. 
This description evokes a sense of the unknown and the enigmatic, yet another Gothic trait, 
and links the name of the house, Charon, to ancient Greek mythology. Charon was the 
ferryman who carried souls of the newly deceased across the river Styx. My story, however, 
is not a Greek epic. I used the name to make my readers think more deeply about the 
narrative. What is the relevance of the house being called Charon? Is it a place of change, or a 
halfway station? And what does it hold in store for the protagonist, who is clearly alive and 
not deceased. 
I utilised the Gothic setting of Tasmania’s green and woody wilderness, rather than the more 
conventional dry and dusty outback, or bush of the mainland. This has been done before, but 
my protagonist wanders the landscape, the nearby mountains and valleys, and is nurtured by 
nature, by his surroundings. Whereas, any time spent in, or close to, Charon House is 
disquieting. However, in analysing whether  
 the Gothic setting plays a part in his descent into madness  
 a link exists between the structures and the landscape  
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 the house alone causes trauma 
I discovered that I could not always isolate the house from the landscape. Although it was 
obvious that Charon House caused my protagonist unease, there was certainly evidence that 
the landscape, at times, had the same effect. Consider: 
A swing-set. A child’s swing. Here, high up on a 
mountain. Ridiculous. And not only ridiculous 
but the swing is moving as if … As if someone’s  
been swinging, and has just now hopped off. He  
lowers the glasses but with his naked eye the play- 
ground equipment is little more than elongated shadows.  
Here is the first indication that the landscape causes the protagonist some distress. Something 
or somebody is clearly out there. Not visible to him, or to the reader, but certainly creating 
anxiety in both protagonist and reader. By utilising the vocabulary of the Gothic—words that 
create and sustain the atmosphere of unease and maintain the Gothic-feel—and by suggestion 
of something untowards, an inexplicable fear of the unknown is invoked in the landscape. 
Anxiety outside the dwelling is created. Sustained. The human-built structure is not solely 
responsible for disquiet, and this is an interesting point: that the male suffers anxiety in both 
house and landscape. This is atypical behaviour: both house and landscape having a negative 
effect upon a male, a human usually at his ease within both mediums. My work therefore 
does something different, illustrating as it does that both the built environment and the 
landscape can cause distress within a male literary character.    
Regarding atmosphere, the final element I selected as being of prime importance, I exploited 
the Gothic vocabulary that implied a sense of dread, foreboding or menace in both the 
human-built structures and the outdoor setting. In the words of Botting (1996, p. 11) in 
Gothic, “Uncanny effects rather than sublime terrors” predominate.  
 Doubles, alter egos, mirrors and animated representations … 
 Signifying the alienation of the human subject [the protagonist] 
 from the culture and language in which s/he was located, these 
 devices increasingly destabilise[d] the boundaries between 
 psyche and reality, opening up an indeterminate zone in which 
 the differences between fantasy and actuality [are] no longer 
 secure. 
 
Here, a description of the rear of Charon House:  
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At the foot of the veranda stairs is a patio that hasn’t 
been swept in a hundred years. It’s messy and mil- 
dewed with leaf litter, and holds a shabby grey  
wooden table with the chairs askew. A child’s swing,  
empty and indifferent, hangs listlessly from a branch  
of a large-limbed tree like an afterthought. 
 
Choosing to repeat the motif of a child’s swing, both at the rear of the house and in the 
landscape, demonstrates that the same object depicted in another setting can have a disparate 
effect. While the swing in the landscape is enigmatic, its red colour symbolising happiness, 
that in Charon House’s backyard is “empty and indifferent … like an afterthought”. This 
depressing description colours the protagonist’s perception of the house. Moreover, the 
swings are mirror images and, as Botting writes in Gothic (1996), this device serves to 
sabotage the line between real and imagined, unsettling the protagonist.    
In order to discover any link between the three structures (cottage / woodshed / Charon 
house), the landscape, and trauma, I examined the scenes that caused unease. At the time of 
writing the narrative it was not my intention for the cottage where the protagonist resides to 
cause unease, but it is clear that on a number of occasions the cottage’s silence and emptiness 
– particularly after the death of the dog – drive the protagonist outside, on his long walks. 
Whilst the cottage is not an overt symbol of tension, the forbidding mansion up the road, 
Charon House, clearly displays indications of unsettling the protagonist, likewise the 
woodshed. This brought me to something I had not considered: is something within the 
structures responsible for the disquiet? Could it be that past events and/or previous occupants 
of these structures are in some way responsible?  
Within the confines of the creative piece, this cannot be answered. What happens in Charon 
House and the woodshed is still to be revealed within the length of the novel. However, the 
indications that something occurred within these structures are set in place, or strongly hinted 
at:  
 A high heap of sprawled logs.  Plenty of firewood as 
promised. An axe with a bright red handle, clearly  
new, hangs from the rough splintery wall. 
 
A new axe hangs in the woodshed when no other implements have been replaced. The 
inference is that the previous axe has been in use, or broken, or disappeared. Something 
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untowards has occurred, causing the replacement of the axe. Link this with the knowledge 
that Imogen has no mother, which is rapidly becoming apparent, and the result, again, is fear 
of the unknown. This is unsettling writing, causing distress in not only the reader, but the 
protagonist.  
Finally, deliberately giving the inhabitants of Charon House names that were old-fashioned 
and not in keeping with contemporary tastes (Imogen, Theodore, Lincoln), titling the 
geographical features ambiguously (Gabriel’s Gate, Angels Playground, Lucifer’s Fall), and 
not naming the protagonist, increased the intrigue and atmosphere, and alerted the reader to 
things not being what they seem. 
The creative piece shows how the house affects both the protagonist and the action, becoming 
a space where the main character expresses his madness, and displaying characteristics that 
drive the plot forward. In the scene in which the main character explores Charon House, and 
is almost discovered, he attempts to climb out of a second storey window and descend to the 
ground using the drainpipe. This is foolhardy and an indication of a distressed state of mind. 
In addition, it is what the protagonist observes in the house—the room fitted out like a clinic, 
the foul-smelling room he does not enter—that contribute to much of the consequent action. 
The protagonist is determined to discover what’s afoot, to assist Imogen, and possibly even 
rescue her from her family if he can summon the courage—all actions that drive the plot 
forward. This clearly illustrates that the house is a catalyst for action.  
Near the start of Charon House I created a small scene to indicate that the male protagonist 
hasn’t always been spineless and timid, that in a former life he was someone to be reckoned 
with: 
 Only a handful of people know it wasn’t a resignation, that he 
was escorted from the building. Escorted, two burly security  
guards either side of him, because he’d refused to go quietly.  
 
Placed into a built structure and a sometimes eerie landscape, my vulnerable male protagonist 
progressively becomes deranged. The house, the landscape, both of these play a part in his 
trauma. This is interesting because it illustrates that while it has traditionally been a female in 
Gothic Literature who exhibits signs of madness, gender is of no significance. Gender has no 
bearing on whether the house and/or the landscape cause madness within the protagonist. 
Male and female are both equally at risk.  
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I use the tropes of Gothicism but my work differs from the other texts because I utilise a male 
protagonist instead of a female, and both the landscape and built structure cause him disquiet. 
This shows that both men and women are affected equally by landscape and built structure, 
that one cannot discriminate between one or the other, this being something which has not 
been explored in Australian Gothic Literature.  
 
 
  
 89 
 
conclusion  
 
My research indicates that in Australian Gothic Literature the house alone can play a crucial 
part in affecting the protagonist psychologically, and the house has sufficient agency to drive 
the plot. However, it is the combination of house and landscape and the tension between 
these that my creative work specifically highlights. 
Over a period of time I cultivated a background of Australian Gothic Fiction, examined 
various Australian Gothic texts together with journal articles and non-fiction works, and 
explored my own creative work. Works of fiction such as Joan Lindsay’s Picnic at Hanging 
Rock (1967) illustrated that the landscape worked on its own to derange the protagonist; 
others like Andrew McGahan’s 1988 (1995) and Sonya Hartnett’s Sleeping Dogs (1995), 
showed a distinct tension between both the landscape and the human-built structures, while 
still others such as Louis Nowra’s Into That Forest (2012) demonstrated that the house was 
solely responsible for madness in the protagonist. My own work, Charon House, which I had 
believed would illustrate only too clearly that the house and only the house was responsible 
for the protagonist’s trauma, surprised me. I found that both the landscape I had portrayed 
and the forbidding Charon House contributed to my protagonist’s state of mind, that I could 
not dismiss the landscape, with its peculiar statue and out-of-place swing set, as being benign. 
Initially, it was not evident that the landscape, depicted as lonely and isolated, verdant and 
overgrown, affects the protagonist. However, once Cooper, the dog, is eliminated, the 
negative shift in the protagonist’s state of mind is tangible. The death of his best friend is 
distressful; tension and danger have been heightened. He no longer has a confidant, is now 
completely friendless, apart from the girl, Imogen, and she cannot be relied upon. Her 
presence is unpredictable, fraught with anxiety, and chance. The loss of the dog, the danger at 
the house, the flightiness of Imogen, the strange statue in the field of green, these all 
contribute to the protagonist turning inwards, mentally retreating, the result of which is 
trauma and derangement.  
The creative work contains three structures (with a fourth—the overnight hut—to be 
developed), but only two of these dwellings work negatively on the protagonist’s state of 
mind. Although he is mostly not in residence and out on the land, the cottage where he 
resides does not affect him adversely, demonstrating that different structures can have 
dissimilar effects on the protagonist of a novel.    
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As discussed earlier, Gothic Literature utilises a woman as the protagonist, illustrating her 
susceptibility to trauma and madness. Mrs Rochester, for example, in Jane Eyre (Brontë, C. 
1847). However, in analysing madness and the male character, the placement of a male 
protagonist in a domestic situation has revealed that men are no less affected by the human-
built structure, that such a structure can cause madness in male protagonists. Additionally, the 
male in my story felt unease in the landscape. This confirms that the male protagonist in 
Australian Gothic Literature is adversely affected by domestic space, human-built structure 
and landscape, that this is a catalyst for driving the plot forward—a classic example of cause-
and-effect—and that males are no less susceptible to derangement than females.  
Gothic Literature is a literature that has known tropes but it is also a literature that shifts and 
changes. These changes can be brought about by place, by unknown inner and outer fears, 
and past events. My narrative shows it is not “gender” that dictates this fear but placement of 
a character, any character, into uneasy landscapes or disquieting houses, or a combination of 
both these conditions.  
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